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Editorial

Jo Cottrell and Louise Kane 

The 2024-5 issue of the Journal of Wyndham Lewis appears at a moment 
when Lewisian scholarship is undergoing significant developments and 
renewed interest. The year 2024 marked the 50th anniversary of the founding 
of the Wyndham Lewis Society and its associated Lewisletter and saw the first 
volumes of The Collected Works of Wyndham Lewis—Paul Edwards’ Time and 
Western Man and Udith Dematagoda’s Left Wings Over Europe—have been 
published by Oxford University Press. In the anniversary issue of Lewisletter 
that appeared in the Autumn of last year, Robert Murray described the Society’s 
continuing attempts to develop a “broader appeal” for Lewis, an appeal “echoed 
in the lively Wyndham Lewis Reading Group, which gives the Society an added 
dimension through placing Lewis’s work into different cultural contexts” (LL40 
4). Recent scholarship, such as Thomas Keller’s Wyndham Lewis and British 
Art Rock (A. Francke Verlag, 2024), David Cruickshank’s discussion of Men 
Without Art in The Grotesque Modernist Body (Routledge, 2024) and James 
King’s The Lives of the Vorticists (Reaktion, 2025), attests to the expanding 
breadth of these cultural contexts (Cruickshank’s and Keller’s texts are reviewed 
in this issue). Scholars have continued to approach Lewis through multi-
dimensional approaches that draw together disciplinary strands and probe the 
eternal question of Lewis’s relatedness to—and removal from—modernism. 
This renewed scholarly spotlight on Lewis has extended to conferences, too. 
The recent Modernist Studies Association (MSA) conference, held in Boston, 
USA, hosted a panel dedicated to the Collected Works series that saw Nathan 
Waddell, Scott Klein, and Louise Kane discuss the politics and practicalities of 
‘editing Lewis’. 

The essays in this issue of The Journal of Wyndham Lewis Studies continue 
the spirit of conducting multi-perspectival re-readings of Lewis and his texts. 
They interrogate Lewis’s relationships with politics, philosophy, and, in the 
case of the second and third articles, other writers and thinkers, drawing out 
in the process some of the lesser-studied aspects of Lewis’s evolving thought 
and artistic praxis. In “Time and the Small Man: Lewis’s Early Democratic 
Tendencies,” Alexander Alfred Scott provides a “political reading” of Lewis’s 
self-declared “fortress,” Time and Western Man (1927). Challenging accounts 
that have polarized Lewis’s 1920s politics as radically controversial compared 
to the beliefs he came to hold in his apparently “tamer” later years, Scott argues 
that Time and Western Man contains “early democratic tendencies” that have 
been overlooked and misunderstood. For Scott, these tendencies manifest 
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in Time and Western Man as a doctrine of thought that is “irenic, humanist, 
and profoundly touched by the plight of people irrespective of their abilities, 
credentials, or background.” Scott points out that the term ‘tendencies’ more 
accurately summarises Lewis’s political ambivalence and contradictions: 
it implies that certain aspects of his 1920s writing were democratic without 
making the blanket assumption that Lewis was democratic per se in either his 
ideological or political beliefs. This position, Scott points out, necessitates a 
disentangling of Time and Western Man from its perceived highbrow, avant-
garde cultural networks and a recognition that the text sees democratic, 
‘down-to-earth’ concepts mingle alongside—instead of in opposition to—some 
of the elitist philosophies that came to be viewed as hallmark interests of the 
avant-garde. Scott details how The Art of Being Ruled (1926) can be considered 
a precursor to the aesthetic and political tensions Lewis works through in 
Time and Western Man. Scott’s essay asserts that Lewis was, “even in the 1920s, 
invested in a wider public, dealing with them because he did not believe his 
political ideals would affect progress in the west.” The “Small Man” concept 
Lewis invoked in The Art of Being Ruled and The Man of the World  allows 
Lewis to target this imagined audience, Scott contends. 

The second article, Joseph Owen’s “‘Neutrality—that was anathema’: The 
Critique of Ideology in The Revenge for Love,” takes the previous article’s 
investigation of Lewis’s politics, particularly his views on the concepts of 
democracy and liberalism, in a new direction. Moving into the 1930s with his 
examination of The Revenge for Love, Owen contends that exploring Lewis’s 
novel through the thinking of one his contemporaries—the German jurist and 
political theorist Carl Schmitt (1888-1985)—illuminates the nature of Lewis’s 
political ideology in the lead up to the Spanish Civil War. The Revenge for Love, 
Owen believes, “is best understood through the lens of Schmitt’s concept of 
the political, particularly his idea of the friend/enemy distinction.” Owens 
contends that Lewis’s novel shares Schmitt’s belief that one of the chief failures 
of liberalism is its ‘neutralising’ properties and that antagonism (“enmity”) 
is a necessary life force. However, Owens points out, Lewis ultimately rejects 
Schmitt’s reactionary, totalitarian political solutions. The essay shows how 
Lewis’s novel, both ideologically and formally (its “fragmented style, parodic 
characterization, and jagged narrative”), reflects the “breakdown of stable 
political and aesthetic categories” that defined the quintessential experience 
of 1930s pre-WWII modernity. Whilst Schmitt and Lewis acknowledged the 
validity and constitutive power of antagonism in their critique of liberalism, 
Owens points out that Lewis retained a clear sense that enmity should be 
used only in a regenerative—rather than destructive—fashion. Rather than 
supporting physical warfare, Owen argues, Lewis turned his focus to using his 
own specific brand of “regenerative enmity” to fight for a substantive aesthetic 
cause that, ultimately, placed the supremacy of art above all forms of political 



	 Editorial      3

and cultural dispute. Lewis’s devotion to aesthetic freedom underscores the 
anti-totalitarian ethos of The Revenge for Love and places Lewis as something of 
an outsider in his refusal to allow artistic concerns to be subjugated to political 
questions even at a point when several wars loomed large across a variety of 
European vistas. 

The final article, Luke Gilfedder’s “The Outsider and The Enemy: Colin 
Wilson on Wyndham Lewis,” continues to consider the philosophical 
components of Lewis’s work and the question of how it contributed to his 
‘outsider’ status. Whilst Owen’s article examined how Lewis’s ideologies relate 
to those of Carl Schmitt, Gilfedder looks forward instead to the career of Colin 
Wilson, the so-called “philosopher-elect of the angry young men” whose The 
Outsider (1956) explored the philosophical commonalities between various 
‘outsiders’, from Van Gogh to Nietzsche. Wilson regretted leaving Lewis out 
of his book, and Gilfedder shows how Wilson came to believe Lewis to be the 
archetypal outsider, a position Wilson outlined in his essay “Wyndham Lewis: 
A Refracted Talent?”. Gilfedder details how, gradually, Wilson came to think 
of Lewis as a solipsistic figure whose apparent inability to disassociate his ego 
from his art and innately pessimistic worldview limited the efficacy of his 
prose. Lewis’s “turn to politics” was thus a quest for a “form of objectivity,” 
Wilson believed, and Gilfedder probes the extent to which Wilson’s critique 
is true. Gilfedder points out that “in Wilson’s account, a distinction develops 
between Lewis the painter, who remains alive and fresh, and Lewis the writer, 
who was always somehow stillborn.” Lewis’s painting may ‘get away with’ a lack 
of purpose, Wilson opines, but his fiction cannot. Gilfedder notes that, to some 
degree, Wilson missed an opportunity to give more rigorous thought to the 
lines of convergence between his work and that of Lewis, especially the similar 
ways both men adopted Existentialism as a framework to be critiqued and 
considered, Lewis through his critique of Sartre and other Existentialist doyens 
and Wilson through the ‘New Existentialism’ that he conceived as a corrective 
to the extreme philosophical conclusions of Absurdism. 

The essays in this issue pose questions about Lewis’s place within his own 
work and that of others; they chime in with present scholarly attempts to 
reconsider how, exactly, we are to study Lewis in this most modern of times. 
As David Wragg puts it in his review that appears in this issue, Keller’s British 
Art Rock is one of these texts: it “raises all kinds of questions about how critical 
activity operates in practice.” The essays in this issue all similarly preoccupied 
with this central question. They do not just critique Lewis, but ask how Lewis 
criticism should take place. Gilfedder’s assertion that Wilson’s critique of Lewis 
is an exercise in ‘existential criticism’—a critical approach that demands we 
consider writers not through how they make their points (literary devices, 
language, formal experimentation) but through asking what, exactly, they are 
saying—raises questions about how we ‘do’ Lewis criticism today. Is it time, 
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perhaps, to take a step back and look at what Lewis said, what he did not say, and 
to leave the more complex cogs of literary criticism to lie dormant, for a while? 
But, if we focus only on what Lewis says (and not the how), does this mean we 
risk falling into the ‘trap’ of reading him only through his ‘self ’, the authorial 
binds of ego and subjectivism that have often left Lewis open to criticism both 
deserved and undeserved? Do we continue to explore Lewis through the how 
by utilising critical angles that might ensure the continued “broader appeal” 
of his texts to which last year’s Lewisletter referred? Or do these angles risk 
divorcing Lewis from the actual words of his texts, the concrete textual realities 
he created and the historical issues he reflected? 

The last article in this issue, Rod Rosenquist and Jim Beach’s “Wyndham 
Lewis’s ‘most active colleague’: William Harcourt’s 1917 Diary,” takes a 
proverbial ‘step back’ from the sometimes-exhaustive work of criticizing Lewis. 
The piece focuses on Lewis not through his texts or through his solipsistic 
worldviews, but from the outside and through the gaze of another, critically 
distanced contemporary. The text is not a journal article, but an artifact: here, 
Beach and Rosenquist reproduce an unpublished excerpt from the WWI diary 
of the South African officer William Harcourt. As the diary relates, Harcourt 
served directly alongside Lewis on the Western Front. In entries spanning May 
to October 1917, Harcourt describes some of the mundane, trivial, and yet 
strangely tantalising insights into the daily life Lewis led at this point. The diary 
presents Lewis not as an artist or writer, but as a fellow soldier watched from 
the vantage point of an observer (and military peer) and offers a departure 
from the more common dualistic paradigms and binaries—self/society, art/life, 
man/work—and themes (politics, philosophy, social values) that have informed 
the critical approaches taken by the other essays in this issue and, indeed, Lewis 
criticism as a whole.  The issue of Lewis’s implied readership and audience again 
rears its head here, but the diary form ensures an objective presentation of Lewis 
that is impossible to achieve in literary criticism. As Beach and Rosenquist aver, 
“The diary provides an important counterpart to Lewis’s own account of his 
war experience made public in Blasting and Bombardiering (1937). Whereas 
Lewis was writing as a celebrated author and artist of some public renown, 
picking out those highlights relevant to his autobiography, Harcourt’s diary 
is unvarnished and not intended for public consumption.” The diary asks us 
to reconsider Lewis through the sort of ‘democratic’ outlook Alexander Scott 
ascribes to Lewis in the first article, an outlook that focuses on “the plight of 
people irrespective of their abilities, credentials, or background.”

We hope that you will agree that this issue highlights in capsule form 
the current and ongoing diversity of Lewisian scholarship, exemplifying the 
acuity of novel voices in an ever-expanding field that bodes well for the critical 
appreciation of Lewis’s oeuvre for many years to come..    



Time and the Small Man:
Lewis's Early Democratic Tendencies

Alexander Alfred Scott

I.  Introduction – Lewis’s Consistent Politics

In his 1948 autobiography Rude Assignment (RA), Wyndham Lewis 
characterises his nonfiction magnum opus, Time and Western Man (TWM), 
which was published in 1927, as a “substantial fortress, once full of vigorous 

defenders, but now silent” (207). Lewis wishes to defend it but does not, and 
names such as Julien Benda, Irving Babbitt, and T. S. Eliot might be assumed to 
be some of the ‘vigorous defenders’ who once stood the ground of its salient, if 
not Lewis’s specific fortress.1 One reason for Lewis to defer the task of TWM’s 
defence in RA is autobiographic economy: he is not concerned with books that 
were not embroiled in controversy. Lewis did not consider that there had been 
any substantive attack upon or discussion around TWM, for, as he noted in 
Blasting and Bombardiering (BB), only “a few dozen people out of forty million” 
(5) had been equipped to make sense of it. Its most pronounced thesis, that 
principles such as order, stability, and common sense should guide art and 
life, covers an immense amount of ground, rebutting popular philosophical 
trends like Bergsonism which Lewis thought promoted antithetical values like 
materialism and impermanence.2 Lewis “still adhere[d]” (RA 237) in the last 
years of his life to TWM’s argument, but he is quiet about what this continuous 
line of thought is. In the last analysis, TWM is a book that needs to be taken on 
its own terms, including those set out within the wider The Man of the World 
(MW) project (a colossal, 500,000-word critique of Western philosophy, culture, 
and politics that Lewis wrote between 1923 and 1925) which it spearheads. I 
will offer a distinctly political reading in which Lewis sees enduring value in 
TWM because it proactively backed away from the antidemocratic thought 
and rhetoric that later had such destructive influence on his reputation.

Lewis’s unflagging endorsement of TWM is intriguing because a gulf is 
supposed to lie between his political values in the 1920s and the tamer stances 
he assumes in his twilight years—the “Left-Right-Left” ricochet described 
by Alan Munton (sec. 1).3 By the time of RA’s publication in 1948, Lewis is 
meant to be back on the left in hangdog fashion, his avowal of elitist, anti-
egalitarian political power structures having cast him as complicit in the 
industrial-scale war crimes of the Nazi regime (Waddell 97-8). In John 
Carey’s unfairly extreme but undeniably influential characterisation, Lewis’s 
humiliation came so late because he was a covert Hitlerian figure enthralled by 
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the idea that democratic freedoms should be quashed (190-4). Jeffrey Meyers 
sums up Lewis’s demeanour with the adjectives “defensive, harsh, cynical, 
bitter, and unsentimental” (87) and his earliest disciples—who knew Lewis 
personally and wrote in the interests of his legacy—concur that he was saddled 
with misanthropy and unable to see humans as other than an unthinking, 
mechanistic mass (Tomlin 21; Kenner 26-7). In Lewis criticism, biographical 
details and interpretations of his complex politics form a seamless whole: 
he disdains the general run of mankind because he can only see mankind 
in unflattering contrast to artists like himself, and therefore he walks a long 
road before deigning to respect the ordinary individual’s fundamental dignity, 
autonomy, and liberal entitlements. 

This article’s position, however, is that this reading exaggerates the 
differences between the work of the 1920s and the 1940s. Indeed, it will be 
shown that to a significant extent Lewis tries to restrain the influence upon 
MW’s arguments of his private preference for a stratified social and political 
arrangement designed to favour artists because he believes that radical change 
in this direction is unattainable. In TWM, Lewis holds that the western liberal 
democratic status quo is ideologically naturalised and materially embedded, 
and thus he broaches an audience of average democratic citizens who he 
thinks are promised a continued centrality in the world of real affairs. It should 
be stressed that the orthodox account of Lewis’s elitism and unremitting 
personality is not necessarily incompatible with the political profile forwarded 
in this article, though any criticism which hopes to capture the fullness and 
versatility of Lewis’s thought must account for the more even-handed part of 
him. TWM’s levelling with the average democratic citizen makes it a capsule 
statement of a part of Lewis’s character developed during the 1920s, and the 
riddle of his recommendation of it in RA decades later is answered when we 
focus on the alternative mesh of politics and character to which it attests: irenic, 
humanist, and profoundly touched by the plight of people irrespective of their 
abilities, credentials, or background—Lewis’s early democratic tendencies.4

In the remainder of this section, I will discuss a type of direct critical 
response to TWM which takes its most obvious generic categorisation—
an overflowing polemic against Bergsonism and process philosophy—as 
concealing an agenda of exclusive utility to an intellectual avant-garde. Insofar 
as TWM is an articulated response to Henri Bergson, contemporary process 
philosophies, Oswald Spengler, and the high modernism of James Joyce and 
Gertrude Stein, it of course divorces itself from the general readers whom Lewis 
would want to court for his democratic tendencies to appear on the surface of 
the work. However, one of the argumentative linchpins of this article is that 
Lewis borrows from both elitist philosophies and their opposite—such as 
pragmatism—during this crucial and productive middle period, and therefore 
critical insistence on the highbrow elements of TWM presents an artificial 
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barrier to appreciating the work in full, specifically the democratic tendencies 
which contribute to Lewis’s complicated authorial predisposition within it.5 In 
the second section, I will evaluate the content of TWM’s predecessor in the 
MW project, The Art of Being Ruled (ABR), as a pretext for the positions that 
Lewis puts forward in TWM. ABR commits itself almost entirely to matters 
of political philosophy, yet it does not neatly resolve the many tensions it sets 
up between liberalism, democracy, elitism, and hierarchy. Although ABR 
looks at first blush to conclude the question of authority in a way that would 
only benefit an elite class of artists (thus segueing easily into TWM’s aesthetic 
preoccupations), this article will show that ABR is more consistently concerned 
with the notion that no political proposals could overturn the existing liberal-
democratic status quo—a stance that I will call political fatalism. Political 
fatalism becomes not only the reason why Lewis cannot commit TWM entirely 
to elite concerns but rather must recant from ABR’s authoritarian thrust 
wholesale. Political fatalism induces the essential split between the politics that 
Lewis wants and those he must navigate, and the final section of this article 
will concentrate on how TWM develops a concept introduced in ABR—the 
archetypal figure of the Small Man—into an imagined audience whom he 
mollifies with various rhetorical strategies. Lewis’s ultimate end does not lie 
with the arts, but in his hope that he can intervene against one of the horrors 
which he perceives to be the fate of the liberal-democratic future—a repeat of 
the First World War. This article will, in short, show that Lewis’s politics in the 
1920s are to a significant degree steered by the pessimistic belief that serious 
political and cultural change is impossible, and thus Lewis’s work of this period 
can be seen responding to the challenge of how an intellectual can engage, 
address, and subtly benefit a democratic mass that he is popularly believed to 
have held in contempt.

Scholarly discussions addressing TWM often cut through its complex 
political dimension by giving the impression that it is only a bewildering mass 
of arguments about the proper priorities of art. Reed Way Dasenbrock explicitly 
appropriates Lewis’s fortress metaphor from RA when writing that TWM is 
one of four towers “[r]eaders of Lewis have tended to concede the importance 
of... [,] leav[ing] them unconquered nonetheless” (Lewis, ABR 433). David 
Ayers, contending that Lewis’s “general argument” is platitudinous and “easily 
expressed”, seems to think it hardly worth reading: 

Lewis associates philosophies that celebrate time, and therefore change, with 
instability of self and society. Philosophies that emphasise space—particularly 
his own—he identifies with stability and common sense. (71)

This is summary in the service of dismissal, taking its cue from Geoffrey 
Wagner who writes with even greater authority: “Let it be said, once and for 
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all, that Time and Western Man... is a pleasantly open charge” (186) which 
Lewis might as well have levelled against anyone he wanted to bring down. 
According to this line of criticism, Lewis is not a bona fide contributor to the 
discourses of time and space that dictated aesthetic priorities in the modernist 
moment and that Ayers identifies as TWM’s main concern.6 He bundles values 
and associations onto Bergson’s name to pit them against his own arbitrary, 
esoteric, and ultimately unapproachably elitist preferences, tirelessly repeating 
the process over hundreds of pages.7 

By contrast, when TWM is given its due in the secondary literature as one 
of Lewis’s richest works, emphasis continues to stick to its coterie concerns 
rather than political propositions that are usable for the general reader. For 
example, Paul Edwards locates Lewis’s disagreement with philosophers like 
Henri Bergson, Alfred North Whitehead, and Samuel Alexander within their 
belief that human life has an intrinsic meaning which will render automatic 
gifts to mankind. The summary position of Creative Evolution—the book that 
launched Bergson into celebrity status—is, for example, that life is an “ever 
broadening and divergent stream of productivity... [and] remains inventive, 
adaptive, renewing itself constantly, and creating as it progresses” (Grogin 79-
80). There is a reactionary spirit animating Lewis’s response to Bergsonism: 
Lewis thinks that this idea of progress robs from genuine artistic achievements 
and notionally endows the average person with more creativity than they 
possess. Unlike with TWM’s critical detractors, however, Edwards does not halt 
his analysis at Lewis’s deprecatory remarks about Bergsonism, and his deeper 
investigation discovers a Lewisian alternative to its immanent optimism, a 
“positive doctrine... [that is] a discussion of theology more than anything else” 
(Painter and Writer 310). Edwards shows how TWM proposes an apophatic 
God which is what humankind is not in extremis, a being whose existence 
satisfies humanity’s innate need for metaphysical grounding and “prevent[s] 
people from mistakenly attributing a founding ‘Reality’ to anything more likely 
to interfere with... [their] freedom” (Painter and Writer 311). Bergsonism’s 
shackling error is to encourage passivity, for if a person flourishes effortlessly as 
part of the natural, all-encompassing evolutionary process, then the exercise of 
freedom will always look like supererogation. The Lewisian God, on the other 
hand, should be believed in for its instrumental value as a prophylactic against 
such damaging philosophies. In a final twist, Lewis writes that this God, by 
dint both of being unreal and a creation of the human mind, will throw people 
back on the resources of the material world and their personalities in creative 
tension with it, and he declares that “the usually ill-defined term ‘God’ can only 
justify itself ” in the “personality that we each possess” (TWM 400). When our 
personalities are skillfully awakened in this way to the potential we have striving 
in metaphysical isolation, we get Michelangelo paintings, Bach fugues, and the 
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works of Shakespeare, all of which cast history in the most salubrious terms: 
as deepening, innovating, and even evolving, but never resolving in a single 
direction or terminus. Evidently, this reading puts TWM forward as a potent 
and inspiring dose of humanist optimism, but it also identifies the book with 
an involved series of arguments about the conditions of artistic excellence, the 
very ambition of which may take away from its use in redefining the contours 
of Lewis’s political development in the way that is suggested are of paramount 
importance in this paper.8

Edwards is led to his account of TWM in his search for the ways in which 
the book “bursts the bounds” (Painter and Writer 303) of the MW trilogy.9 
But the first book-length instalment of MW, ABR, puts a stringent limitation 
on the prospect of progress via aesthetic transcendence, stipulating “the mass 
of people are essentially conservative and not revolutionary” (17).10 This view 
cannot be forgotten in our handling of TWM because of how improbable it 
makes the adoption of the radical, quasi-theological positive doctrine identified 
by Edwards by any considerable number of readers. Indeed, Lewis fears 
that this general conservative tendency extends to the class of philosophers, 
intellectuals, and artists too, such that their work obsequiously “conceals 
the human mind that manipulates it... [and] other people” with “godlike 
inscrutability” (ABR 47). In other words, the Bergsonian ‘Progress’ in which we 
are all swept up is tainted with political interests. As shall be explained in this 
article, Lewis fears that the optimism of Bergsonism is a political instrument, 
subverting demands for change with speculative assurances of life’s tendency 
towards improvement. Rendering people complacent about changing the 
world around them, Bergsonism effectively works towards naturalising existing 
powers and ideologies, namely the west’s liberal democratic status quo. An 
important element of TWM, therefore, is its discussion of this future where 
political and cultural conditions remain unchanged, a vision quite unlike the 
one that Edwards expounds. This projection forms the basis in TWM for a 
positive doctrine which centres on modest pacifism, and Lewis is quite clear 
that he elaborates on this line of argument because he thinks his discussion of 
the conditions of artistic excellence is too forbidding. The levelling that Lewis 
attempts with a wider audience in TWM makes it more sensibly the intellectual 
mainstay to which he pointed repeatedly over the decades that followed and 
well into his supposed conversion.<?> This political reading of TWM is proposed 
as a kind of surrogate to the theological-aesthetic interpretation presented by 
Edwards, and the book’s presumed audience of the “average person... [and] 
Plain Man” (TWM 466) complicates the biographical backdrop, established 
by Meyers, Carey, and Munton, that says that Lewis was some mixture of 
immature, inhumane, and aloof throughout the major works of the 1920s.
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II.  The Roots of Lewis’s Consistent Politics—Political Fatalism

The opinion of some of Lewis’s contemporaries is that ABR is the major 
statement of Lewis’s thought (Porteus 287; R. Campbell 24). It is the more 
apparently political text, and it sets out various beliefs about the nature of 
progress which bear on Lewis’s argument in TWM. Whilst ABR and TWM 
were not composed alongside one other, portions of TWM are drawn from 
the mass of material from which Lewis had previously spliced LF and ABR, 
and indeed TWM was designed to complement ABR (Lewis, TWM 334-343). 
Their arguments are therefore intertwined. In what follows I will discuss three 
framing devices Lewis uses in ABR to dichotomise the nature of progress in the 
western world: whether radical forms of government will rule or not, whether 
violence will be used in securing change or not, and whether governments will 
maintain power through direct and open control of their subjects or not. It is not 
proposed that a book as sweeping as ABR can be confined to the consideration 
of these oppositions, yet they are more than a heuristic tool, and Lewis’s habit 
of thinking through the traversal of diametrical opposites is recognised in the 
literature (S. Campbell xiii-xv). Lewis explicitly poses the three aforementioned 
oppositions of ABR as the tangible matter that western societies will have to 
deliberate when it comes to the question of what progress looks like for them. 
Whilst Lewis puts his hat into the ring on all three issues, the trajectory of 
progress he thinks is most realistic to expect is, in fact, the opposite of what 
he wants, for he foresees all social and political development being stunted by 
a powerful capitalist class with a tight grip on the centres of power in modern 
liberal democracies. I call this bleak vision Lewis’s political fatalism, and because 
he entertains it at such length, there is no sense in which Lewis’s elitist political 
proposals can give a complete picture of MW. The utopian transformation that 
Edwards finds in TWM is unsustainable in circumstances where an existing 
class of political and commercial elites have irretrievably captured power for 
themselves, and the raft of critics who have concluded that the Lewis of the 
1920s is descending into elitist or far-right ideology neglect entirely the effort 
that he expends on remediating this situation of grave and general concern.

ABR centres its first question regarding progress around whether western 
societies will continue with familiar forms of government, namely liberal 
democracies, or instate new political systems like communism or fascism. 
Broadly, the benefit of retaining the existing social order is that it avoids 
insulting the sense of freedom and social mobility that citizens in western 
liberal democracies have grown accustomed to, their habit of “think[ing] they 
can ‘rise in the world,’ become a ‘Bourgeois Gentilhomme,’ or even perhaps... a 
little noble” (Lewis, ABR 31). But, as Lewis notes, “[m]ost men... do not really 
love their ‘shop’ so much that they never want to get out of it” (ABR 31), and 
this lends even those who are content under the liberal democratic status quo 
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a restless spirit for becoming something else. Communist and fascist systems 
thus take on an experimental allure, making radicalism a popular affectation: 
“[r]evolution... is becoming so palpably, dogmatically, wearisomely, and 
insolently ‘top dog,’ that it may someday even have to be rescued from poor 
old ‘Reaction.’” (ABR 37). In the MW period, Lewis occasionally purports to 
believe that liberal democracy is facing imminent collapse, but he is primarily 
keen to keep the reader locked on to what is “permanent in a society” (ABR 
25)—authority—and he commends Shakespeare in The Lion and the Fox (LF) 
for observing historical “events... with a monotony... that sweeps them all 
into one eternally repeated event” which is neither “more oppressive than the 
next, the next after that, or the one before it” (165). Lewis echoes Proudhon’s 
belief that “[t]here is sufficient reason for a revolution... today” (ABR 299), 
but his warning is that a new form of government may simply embed existing 
authorities rather than replace them.

The second frame of reference for ABR’s discussion of the near future of 
the west relates to whether violence will be integral to its programme of social 
and political progress. Critics share the unanimous view that Lewis was more 
disturbed by his firsthand experience of the trench lines of the First World 
War than his inscrutable public persona allows him to let on (Meyers 86-7; 
O’Keefe 215-6; Edwards, “Wyndham Lewis and Uses of Shellshock” 223-4). 
Undoubtedly, Lewis’s political views—even his unmistakable lurch to the right 
in the 1930s—are determined by pacifistic commitments developed during his 
tour of duty (Munton sec. 1). Lewis’s pacifism is visible in ABR, and he states 
that ideally change in the social arrangements of the west would not require the 
use of force. Lewis envisages a situation akin to that in “contemporary Russia 
or Italy” emerging “some years hence... [and] without ‘catastrophe’” (ABR 
89). Whilst this flies in the face of Carey’s caricature of Lewis, it still does not 
represent the true complexity of his foresight. Lewis is less interested in this 
hopeful notion of peaceful revolution—primarily because it is so hopeful—than 
he is in illustrating how susceptible a sustained liberal-democratic status quo 
might be to bellicose eruptions. A liberal-democratic society divided between 
many causes and classes is one where the vectors for assault and repulsion are 
multiplied. “We live beset by civil wars, in the envenomed and bitterly organised 
world” (ABR 186), Lewis writes, stressing an “aristoracism” (ABR 114) lately 
evolved into class war, the so-called doom of youth, and the sex war.12 Lewis 
advises that these movements may no longer be “adjusting an inequality, but... 
advancing (as of a superior nature) the qualities of the ‘down-trodden’” (ABR 
199). The risk of internecine contest metastasising into catastrophe comes into 
relief in the provocative early gambit stating that “the Great War was of course 
not a war... [but] a gigantic episode in the russian [sic] revolution” (ABR 18).13 
One might consider this disingenuous; I only wish to show that Lewis distinctly 
invites the general reader to consider cataclysm as an aspect of western progress.
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The simplest question Lewis considers is whether the relationship between 
ruler and ruled in the future of the west will or should use open discipline or 
subtler means of control. This question neatly aligns with the first in that liberal 
democratic governments are prohibited from using direct discipline whereas 
the “[d]irect government” symbolised by the fasces and the dictatorship of the 
proletariat “will be the prelude, in modern Europe, to caesarism” (ABR 296). As 
Andrzej Gąsiorek points out, however, Lewis believes that liberal-democratic 
indirect power euphemises the extent to which power is centralised in the 
hands of the few (Gąsiorek, “‘Jujitsu for the Governed?’” 33-4). Just as authority 
essentially underlies government regardless of what kind of government it 
purports itself to be, so authority is the central fact lurking behind different 
habits in the exercise of power. The power to dictate in veiled ways complicates 
the relationship between the openness of political control and the question of 
catastrophe. A dictatorship, for example, might be benevolent. Alternatively, 
because small elites possess vast coercive power in liberal democracies, they 
may put it to far more insidious uses with impunity: “[w]hen excited, confused, 
worked up, drugged, and shrieked at by the magnate and his press for a few 
weeks, “Mankind” becomes ferocious” (ABR 82). In allowing political power 
to reside in private entities, capitalistic liberal democracies corrupt theoretical 
principles of mandate and accountability, making it harder for authorities to be 
dislodged when they venally leverage their power over the public.

This tripartite schema shows the care that Lewis takes to dissect progress’s 
contingencies, and his own vote is a fanciful mixture of a radical new government 
where “the best intelligence of the race” must be “put on a new basis” above 
“industrial competition” (ABR 375). Informed by the “vanity of violence” he 
witnessed in the “blood-bath of the Great War” (ABR 122), Lewis wants this 
transformation achieved without violence—a “natural separation” according 
to which “everyone will become what he wants” (ABR 364). Yet, according 
to a roster of influential critics, Lewis makes a grievous error when casting 
his last vote on the ideal dynamics between the ruler and the ruled (Bridson 
71; Jameson 20). Lewis writes: “For the sake of the ruled... the ruler should be 
forced to rule by force, ostensibly, responsibly, as does... the soviet or fascist 
government” (ABR 94). There is a danger that has traditionally been perceived 
in this recommendation of open political power: how is it to be restrained? Is it, 
as Toby Avard Foshay implies when accusing Lewis of “culpable naivete” (100), 
merely an algebraic sign, the content of which is later supplied by Hitler (H)?

Full consideration of the charge of proto-fascism need not detain us here 
given Ivan Phillips’s engaging and eloquent paper on the issue.14 More to the 
point, ABR’s striking climax in the chapter “The Politics of the Intellect” presses 
on Edwards’s reading of TWM, because where else is the conscientious eremite 
which TWM imagines meant to go but at the apex of this already imagined 
hierarchy?15 Lewis may not be a proto-fascist, but he remains an elitist utopian. 
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The position I take here, however, is that Lewis needs other projections for 
western progress if he is to avoid the trap of thinking that people want “the 
game of government” (ABR 62) played by intellectuals, the “fallacy of the 
philosopher-king” (ABR 63). Moreover, Lewis makes it clear near the end of ABR 
that “[p]olitics… dominate[s] speculation and invention in a way it has never 
done before” (360). This remarkable thesis, which is the basis of the minimal 
approach to progress discussed in what follows, contends that capitalism stunts 
progress by creating, warping, and surfeiting desires, furnishing people with 
phantom causes that will, in the end, only be plundered for money. Lewis writes 
that the “bad, feeble, corrupt, or even imbecile” impressionable public, who 
for all these reasons would be openly subordinated in Lewis’s utopia, “should... 
[be] regard[ed] as good and profitable” (ABR 223) from the perspective of 
existing powers. Since the ars arcana of modern capitalism convince Lewis 
that attempts at substantial progress in the liberal west will, in fact, effect 
an entrapment, TWM inherits a more realistic premise from ABR than the 
rarefied meditations on artistic rule and rulers would suggest: it often finds 
itself positioned as a pacifistic intervention amongst the masses who are set to 
lose from capitalism’s immiserating cycles. The language in which Lewis frames 
this future and his continual returns to it, even amongst MW’s split priorities 
as a political, historical, and philosophical polemic, shows that he was—even 
in the 1920s—invested in a wider public, dealing with them because he did not 
believe his political ideals would affect progress in the west.

In David Cruickshank’s paraphrase, Lewis maintains that “[c]apitalism... 
turns the very idea of revolution and newness into a product to be sold back 
to would-be revolutionaries that reinforces the system they attack” (49-50). 
Indirect control over the ruled by an existing capitalist class is the summary 
settlement Lewis reaches regarding the first and third questions about the 
future, and he proceeds, therefore, to the “central difficulty” of catastrophe, “[d]
eath and blood and all the problems arising in connection with them” (ABR 
63). Firstly, he declares that liberal democracies have no safeguards against 
major catastrophe: “if the rulers of the world wished it to develop on marxian 
lines..., it would develop like that” (ABR 49). But is catastrophe on this scale 
likely? Lewis equivocates here. He does not agree that people are “fighting 
animals” innately (ABR 17); it is, correspondingly, outlandish to think of the 
First World War “as willed by the majority of men”, “so stupid that it is almost 
too stupid” (ABR 82).16  Yet humans do desire sensational experience, and this 
can take a perverse and excessive form whereby “violence... [becomes] a highly 
prized ingredient” (ABR 64) in life. Lewis often collapses images of violence 
into the objects of his criticism when dealing with otherwise anodyne aspects 
of liberal democratic societies such as fashion, conspicuous consumption, and 
popular culture, representing the fact that Lewis is “far from agreeing with 
Hume or with Nietzsche that destructive thought can be indefinitely absorbed 
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by the plain-man without a destructive effect” (TWM 251). All this essentially 
leaves the question of catastrophe open to the exigencies of political technique. 
Lewis, being an outsider to the profiteering capitalist class, does not know 
whether they will prefer to secure their power through mass sacrifice or mass 
sedation. But he does not take the latter to be an eternally effective sublimation 
of dangerous human impulses either, and this double bind directs his thought 
towards the establishment of pacifistic measures.

Taking political fatalism as a starting point, MW’s political 
recommendations involve a surgical approach in public sentiment, and Lewis 
is aided by the concept of the Small Man, an imagined audience which he 
tellingly introduces in the third part of ABR, immediately after laying out the 
contexts of false revolutionary optimism, the thriving of the capitalist class, 
and their instruments of social engineering.17 The Small Man is the average 
democratic citizen, and the three qualities which define him align with the 
western liberal contexts in which he is found. Firstly, the Small Man is deprived 
of power in proportion to the power captured by elites according to a calculus 
of privilege earned at others’ expense, ensuring the perpetuation of entrenched 
power dynamics where it “is not the Rich Man... who is the loser” (ABR 195). 
Secondly, the Small Man tolerates this loss because he is furnished with some 
insulating fiction of power. Lewis writes that “[w]hat the ‘will’ of the greatest 
number may be is consequently the capital question of statesmanship” (ABR 
73). One reading of this is that bread and circuses pacify, but there is a profound 
reminder condensed into the scare quotes around ‘will’ that the Small Man’s 
illusions of power come from unindividuated things. Instead, it is assimilation 
that carries both the comfort of power—“[p]olitically the group is stronger 
than the individual” (ABR 316)—and a credential, for “[M]en will always get 
their happiness out of words... as [when] God put His word on the Israelites” 
(ABR 89). These groups, brandishing a power that is real but not theirs, are 
easily manipulated into aggression, whether this means all-out war or a kind 
of stultifying tribalism, “persecution, ostracism, and all the social machinery 
of society... of which any country village supplies an excellent scantling” (ABR 
316). Bearing in mind that Lewis did not know whether another catastrophe 
on the scale of the First World War was probable, it is notable how ABR angles 
against the lesser catastrophes of a Europe fated to political stagnation:

I have set out only to clear a little space in the midst of the ruins of our society, 
where a few of the advantages of the future society... can be enjoyed by those 
who care to avail themselves of certain facilities here specified. (73)

It is much more the senseless competition of a false “independence,” the chaos 
of a multitude of ineffective, pretentious, and discordant wills, that it is sought 
to reduce to order, than the overthrow of this ephemeral plutocracy or that. 
(76)
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If one artist, and a single child, are preserved intact, I should consider my 
pains richly rewarded. (137)

However, Lewis finds dehumanising rhetoric irresistible in ABR: the Small 
Men are compared to puppets, herd animals, mere machines, and “savages 
degenerating rapidly under the influence of their own ‘civilization’” (ABR 112). 
This is Lewis’s signature, but it is pronounced in ABR because of the work’s split 
priorities. For the authoritarian arguments, content and form gel and Lewis’s 
insistence on these unflattering comparisons makes sense; in the democratic 
frame of reference, however, it gives rise to blatant but bewildering issues 
around audience and register. Who is Lewis appealing to in a public he writes 
off with contempt, not knowing “a class of esprits libres, or ‘good Europeans’” 
(ABR 13)? Absent an answer, it has made sense to put “The Politics of the 
Intellect” in place of the aforementioned statements of anti-catastrophic intent, 
leading critics to elaborate aspects of utopian intellectual rule which are only 
half of the story of MW.

III.  Lewis’s Engagement with the Small Man

TWM explicitly addresses the confusion that Lewis’s pejorative language 
throws up by alluding to and abjuring “The Politics of the Intellect”: “I now 
believe... that people should be compelled to be freer and more ‘individualistic’ 
than they naturally desire” (94). Although Lewis recoils awkwardly into a 
ridiculous image—perhaps a jab at Nietzschean blue bloods—of compelling 
the Small Man to this freedom by confining him to remote mountaintops, 
Lewis appears once again to be taking up one of the missions he had set out on 
in ABR, levelling with the average democratic citizen embroiled in ‘senseless 
competition.’ Indeed, Lewis links his revised stance to his anti-catastrophic 
ambitions, and in TWM he is keen to put these at the heart of the MW project. 
Retrospectively comparing the conclusions of ABR to J. B. S. Haldane’s essay 
on permanent peace achieved through the development of advanced weapons 
technology, Lewis asks why the latter argument, which latently threatens greater 
destruction than had ever been seen before, was celebrated whilst his own 
“humane thesis” (TWM 94) was overlooked.18 Clearly, we do not need to look 
too far for the answer—it is the one that Lewis himself found in his alienating 
rhetoric and was responding to by composing TWM.19

The Small Man appellation disappears from sight in the course of TWM’s 
anti-Bergsonian jeremiad, making it worth considering in detail how the 
‘pleasantly open charge’ against the Bergson is an effort to avert Small Man 
catastrophe. Lewis opens the argument by hedging against moments where, as 
in ABR, he gets carried away by “a certain illiberality” (TWM 3) for polemical 
effect; his aim is to exercise his “powers of persuasion... to prop people’s eyes 



16		  Journal of Wyndham Lewis Studies

open for half a minute” (TWM 160-1). Lewis hopes this disillusionment will 
reveal a Bergsonian faith that, according to Bernard Bosanquet, treats “progress 
as ultimate reality” (qtd. in TWM 151). This statement by a contemporary 
philosopher whom Lewis thought “expressed himself with admirable lucidity” 
(TWM 150) is so important to the overall public address concerning an 
“audience of people not usually attentive to abstract discussion” (TWM 465) 
that a new introduction added for the book’s publication in America directs 
the “hurried man... to start” (TWM 468) at the chapter containing it. Indeed, 
if this hurried member of the hoi polloi read only this chapter, he would come 
away with a clear sense that what is wrong with Bergson’s naturalising ideology 
of unerring progress is that it can be used to justify any calamity, with Lewis 
warning that history may be fraudulently recast as

a pure dialectic progression, presided over by a time-keeping, chronologically-
real, super-historic, Mind, like some immense stunt figure symbolizing 
Fashion, ecstatically assuring its customers that although fashions are periodic, 
as they must and indeed ought to be, nevertheless, by some mysterious rule, 
each one is better than the last, and should (so the advertisement would run) 
be paid more for than the last, in money or in blood. (TWM 152)

Lewis is describing the smug self-assurance that is “the total effect” (TWM 110) 
of recent developments in metaphysical philosophy and insisting that if the 
reader believes his age to be so replete in progressive virtues that all actions 
are absolved, the door is open to untold violence. Of course, it is also true 
that from a philosophical perspective Lewis prefers to think of progress as 
a phenomenon that is contingent on artistic excellence (pace Edwards), but 
what he is passionately reacting to here is not that incompatibility between 
Bergsonism and distinguished artistry, but rather the threat he perceives in 
naturalistic philosophy to the all-important premise of ABR that the future 
could be as bad or worse than what has happened before. 

The association that Lewis draws between bloodshed and the enrichment of 
a capitalist class exerting indirect power through advertisements makes for one 
of the clearest expressions of the fact that TWM stakes its political relevance on 
the fatalistic perpetuation of a cynical capitalist system teetering on the brink 
of violence. Indeed, where Lewis in ABR at least entertains various political 
ideologies outside of capitalism like Bolshevism, the “creditable alternative” 
(ABR 299) of Italian fascism, and his own ‘Politics of the Intellect,’ he uses 
TWM to fully delve into the claustrophobic premonition that capitalist politics 
has supplanted speculation, rendering radicalism a kind of fashionable product 
or an excrescence of “the democratic requirements of ‘greatest vanity for the 
greatest number’” (ABR 216).20 The view, in other words, that Lewis appears to 
arrive at—and is anxious to suggest represents a real discovery in the technique 
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of capitalist statecraft—is that the utopian carrot of any particular political 
ideology does not matter nearly so much to the average democratic citizen as 
the pleasure of wielding a stick. Lewis describes the revolutionary simpleton 
“figure in the title-role” (TWM 30) of TWM as erecting 

[t]he fashionable fetish of the ‘group’ or any collectivity... nearest to him at 
the moment—blind to the fact that all fashion is imposed on a crowd from 
somewhere without itself... and [he] belongs to... any ‘minority,’ however large 
and flabby, provided it can satisfy him it is not a ‘majority,’ and... is always with 
the majority without being aware of it. (TWM 31)

	 This plentiful run-on sentence has affinities with Lewis’s bitter description in 
ABR of the “small who are the real villains” (ABR 76). Once again, agglomerative 
type-life is necessary for this small individual, conferring a “florid, unreal, 
inflated, [and] self-deceiving” (TWM 126) power which may be used (with all 
the strength of the majority) very catastrophically against one’s peers whilst 
posing no threat whatsoever to the controlling influence somewhere without. 
Indeed, the liberal centre and its radical alternatives unify underneath their 
superficial differences because they vaunt their righteousness, “the superlative 
advantages of an excelling truth” (TWM 109).21 For Lewis, this can be traced 
back to the indiscriminate flattery of Bergson’s universalist mantra “to exist is 
to change, to change is to mature” (Bergson 11), and he accuses Bergson at one 
point of inventing a product on behalf of a capitalist class whose power enlarges 
with the size of its market: “the vulgar mercantile class... found a philosophical 
intelligence suffi ciently degraded to take their money and do, philosophically, 
their dirty work” (TWM 145).22 

It is essential to TWM making good on the mistakes of ABR that the “perfect 
priest of the Zeitgeist” (TWM 136), Bergson, and his “system of intellectual 
fraud” (TWM 131) should be a kind of effigy standing in the way of direct 
attacks upon the Small Man. As I point out, Lewis seems to see that the ABR’s 
vicious Small Man caricatures led the argument into an elitist utopianism that 
is ultimately unlikely to stand in the way of catastrophe under a perpetual 
liberal-democratic regime. Lewis’s priority after fighting in the First World War 
is to avert futures beset by war, so even if a society governed by artists like that 
of “The Politics of the Intellect” is his ideal social arrangement, it is not until he 
levels in TWM with the ways in which the Small Man is manipulated in liberal 
democracies that he really exposes and redresses the most likely sources of 
catastrophe. Still, it is a valid concern that treating Small Man psychology in this 
way—“necessarily an abstraction to some extent” (TWM 30), as Lewis readily 
admits—risks erasing the average democratic citizen with a false construct, a 
product of Lewis’s vivid satiric predilection like the Small Man of ABR. Indeed, 
Lewis only helps to avert catastrophe if the Small Man he describes in TWM is 
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realistic to the thoughts and behaviours of the public of Lewis’s present. Lewis 
can be observed dealing with this problem by placing the criticism of popular 
cultural products like Charlie Chaplin films before the philosophical discussion 
of Bergsonism, and evidently he thought this worked as an enticement to 
the general reader because he vouches for the same argumentative structure 
in Men Without Art (11). But further to this, external corroboration can be 
found to support the idea that Lewis is engaging with common concerns even 
in the rarefied second section of TWM. Gertrude Trevelyan’s realist novel Two 
Thousand Million Man-Power, for example, follows a couple through their 
experience of budding love, careerism, and rapid technological development. 
In its account of 1927—the year TWM was published and only a decade 
before its own publication—the husband is a scientist furiously at work on 
an intractable thesis on the fundamental reality of time and his wife teaches 
history, inculcating her children with lessons about 

[t]he upward trend... [f]rom vague Beginnings and Dark Ages to 
Enlightenment, from a dark savage welter of nationalism through its final 
eruption and collapse in the War to End Wars, to Our Days, to sweetness and 
light... preeminently, the lesson of a splendid growth, grounded of course on 
personal sacrifice. (37)

Two-Thousand Million Man-Power seems to be figuring precisely that marriage 
of the metaphysics of time and historical optimism that TWM takes as its 
subject. The hallmarks of that ideology—the finality of the ‘War to End all Wars,’ 
the abasement of the individual before collective betterment in the future, and 
of course the idea that this might depend on a costly ‘sacrifice’—are the shared 
concerns of these texts. That the couple’s hope and livelihoods are dashed 
by capitalist speculation—the denouement being towards the end of Great 
Depression—is another turn of the screw. Clearly, though TWM approaches 
its subject through representative artefacts of modernist high culture and 
intellectual discourse, what these represent, indeed what is at issue, is a matter 
of relevance to the most modest prototype of English life.23

“My standpoint,” Lewis states before he embarks on the second half of 
TWM, “is that we are creatures of a certain kind, with no indication that a 
radical change is imminent” (89). One of the most remarkable features of TWM 
as a conscientious advance on ABR is that it substitutes Lewis’s satiric fire with 
an attempt at equanimous understanding of the Small Man, borrowing from 
William James, who is otherwise an adversary, “the supreme philosopher of 
the present age... [who] saw things in the crude terms of aggression” (TWM 
451).24 In TWM, James is cited for his account of belief formation, with Lewis 
advising that it “should be committed to memory by persons disposed to see 
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in everything advanced in the name of science... a fiat of Reason” (111). Lewis 
then quotes from Some Problems of Philosophy (SPP):

A conception of the world arises in you somehow, no matter how. Is it true or 
not? you ask. 

It might be true somewhere, you say, for it is not self-contradictory.

It may be true, you continue, even here and now.

It is fit to be true, it would be well if it were true, it ought to be true, you 
presently feel.

It must be true, something persuasive in you whispers next; and then—as a 
final result—

It shall be held for true, you decide; it shall be as if true, for you (qtd. in TWM 
162).25

This view of truth as a volitional process is especially pernicious in the 
context of political fatalism Lewis describes where the conflict between notional 
empowerment and real disempowerment drives the Small Man to catastrophe. 
By introducing James’s faith-ladder, Lewis makes two moves. Firstly, he hands 
the Small Man a poisoned chalice. The middle-class aspirant, for example, who 
thinks of himself as a temporarily embarrassed millionaire is granted that his 
pride is tantamount to truth, immuring him in meretricious self-assurance. 
More importantly, however, Lewis makes his task of disabusing the Small 
Man of his illusions much harder, for with the introduction of these Jamesian 
imposter truths, the rebuttal has to be sensitive: it cannot be blasted away as he 
did in ABR or—as more negative critics like Ayers have taken TWM—through 
a blunt hammering with the values of ‘truth,’ ‘reality,’ ‘concreteness,’ and so on. 
Neither Lewis nor James would have disagreed with Bertrand Russell when 
he said that “beliefs are the vehicles of truth and falsehood” (231): a person’s 
belief can still be assessed for its truth value. There are rational beliefs alongside 
irrational ones, and the belief ‘the sky is blue’ is a veridical truth unlike ‘the sky 
is red,’ even if we imagine the latter as it might be held by an ardent contrarian at 
the fifth stage of James’s faith-ladder. Yet Lewis allows, justifies, and even aligns 
such irrational beliefs to his own realism: “What you ‘believe in’ is a thing’s 
‘reality’: that is the realistic, not of course the logical account of it” (TWM 250). 

SueEllen Campbell urges that although Lewis was influenced by the 
Bergsonian school of thought to which Jamesian pragmatism was aligned, he 
prized an adversarial role and needed to cover his tracks, creating a “demanding 
structural obligation to stand alone... [from which] not even his fundamental 
philosophical principles escape” (116). Though Campbell is right to highlight 
TWM’s intellectual tensions and the way in which they envision a specific type 
of intellectual (modelled on Lewis) who stands above crowd-like affiliation, 
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when it comes to James, Lewis shows significant deference during the MW 
period, linking pragmatism to his own pronounced and unambiguous anti-
catastrophic commitments. This is startling given the conspicuous association 
between philosophies deriving from Bergsonism and egalitarian politics, a 
connection that was established within the pre-war artistic circles of France 
which Lewis — still in his formative years—revelled in (Antliff 168-70). But 
Lewis’s commendation of James is not a blip in TWM. In the contemporaneous 
essay “The Meaning of the Wild Body,” for example, James’s SPP is once again 
excerpted with distinct approval.26 Lewis features James’s famous thought 
experiment regarding the experience of nothingness. Were one, James writes, 
to come as close to total sensory deprivation as reasonably one can by closing 
oneself up within a dark cupboard, one would feel an appreciation for the miracle 
that is our embodied existence and the material world as a whole. Lewis appears 
to respect the spirit of James’s sentiment, even if his response to the miracle has 
its Lewisian inflection: “in certain forms of laughter, we leap... [and] land plumb 
in the centre of Nothing” (WB 157). But Lewis clearly goes well beyond what he 
would have gleaned from James when he writes that this experience of nothing 
means “assum[ing]... more than belongs to social differentiation” (WB 157). 
How is nothing more than the social specificities of our material world? Why 
are they being brought up? The key to this dilemma is the involution of values 
that TWM establishes: nothingness is the appropriate opposite to the powerful 
‘truth’ of the Small Man’s social distinction and, contrariwise, it is a truth which 
itself is subordinate to nothing, a form of nothing, “mirror-images of alien 
realities” (TWM 4). At points such as these, Lewis is not advocating for the 
transcendence of art pace Edwards, but rather for a self-regulatory mechanism 
which obtains on the realities of the present and cools the catastrophic potential 
of differentiation, egotism, and illusion. Lewis states that “[i]t is only when you 
come to deny that... there is any ‘mind’ or ‘person’ there at all, that the world of 
appearance is accepted as quite natural... [and] life becomes immediately both 
‘real’ and very serious” (WB 158).27 It is a potent “element of truth” that Lewis 
grants to James’s faith-ladder: he states that this general psychological process 
“cannot safely be overlooked” (TWM 121, emphasis mine).28

IV.  Conclusion

Why has Lewis’s humane approach to a humane thesis been so consistently 
overlooked? Whilst Lewis never helped himself by muddying the waters with 
calumny, sophisticated criticism has come to appreciate that contempt is 
rarely what he is driving at—“[s]o much the better, if I give the effect without 
feeling it” (Morgan 48), he once bubbled. Indeed, even the most dehumanizing 
archetypes like the puppet, Tyro, and the fairground mechanism of “Inferior 
Religions” (WB 149-50) have been aligned with a subtle anti-reductionist 
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stance.29 A practical suggestion of this article, however, is that where there is an 
inclination to use this established terminology, we might advisedly adopt the 
Small Man nomenclature instead. This would emphasise Lewis’s recognition of 
the humanity of his audience and the politics that are in contention with simple 
elitism. The Small Man carries the concessions that Lewis made to psychology, 
subjectivism, and irrationality even in a work that disparaging summaries 
suppose is merely touting classicism, objectivity, and rational truth. These 
values represent neither contradictoriness nor testiness. Lewis simply doubted 
the radical human transformation that was his ideal, and so bargained with the 
general educated reader for minor reforms towards peace in a very real present 
that had allowed the First World War to happen.

Behind the Thalia of Bergsonian ‘Progress’ was the Melpomene of a 
future that would not heed its immediate immiserated past or the likelihood 
of repeated sins, and the installments of MW were united in a common task, 
to serve as “advice to the ruled” (BB 313) that might prevent catastrophe. In 
TWM, Lewis withdraws his utopian vision and alienating rhetoric, broaching 
the concerns of his readers, indeed, making them his concern—who they were 
and how they thought. TWM is not tergiversation (as per Ayers or Wagner), 
and if it is an expression of ideals as Edwards suggests, this does not mean a 
loss of the realism, concreteness, and directness that I have argued are qualities 
of it. It is, on any fair reading, a remarkably level vessel of argument given the 
drastic costs Lewis must have attached to its failure. We may now return to 
the question posed at the outset: why does TWM remain Lewis’s bastion so 
long after war and the age of extremes had eclipsed its happy, progressivist 
subjects? Undoubtedly because in a career that came to be defined on either 
side by a penchant for fiery satire and desperate interventions in the collapse 
of Europe, Lewis found TWM the cool and stable core that expatiated it all. 
Naomi Mitchison, in an emotive memorial to her friend, has a lot to say about 
our persistent confusions: 

In a rather different civilization, one in which the values of youth, including 
of course the rebellious values, are less important, might he not have been 
allowed a golden ageing into mature wisdom? He could have been a guru—
and not the first guru to lash out occasionally at his stupider disciplines. Yet 
a guru must above all have charity. Only from the basis of charity, that is, of 
universal love, can the scarring but necessary anger leap. Most people will say 
he did not have this; I am less certain (143).

In his first book, Lewis’s eponymous alter ego Tarr quips that the artist’s “first 
creation is the Artist himself” (16). The critical consensus amongst Lewisians 
has, however, been that Lewis, undone by his hypocrisy, bullishness, and 
pride, does not care to abide by the constraint he naively thought he was 
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imposing with Tarr’s pronouncements. The argument of this article is quite to 
the contrary. From an early point in his career, Lewis is invested in benefiting 
the democratic mass and he conscientiously grapples with how best to invite 
them into his political and philosophical disquisitions. His engagement with 
the average man is not, ultimately, marked by the chagrin we might expect 
given the condescension he indulges when writing his satires. In one of TWM’s 
most surprising developments, Lewis grants the ‘element of truth’ in James 
regarding belief, and this, essentially, constitutes an assertion that the average 
democratic citizen will have to be taken on their own terms. Lewis’s realism 
was such that he did not believe a utopia of artistic excellence—a dream 
he sincerely held—could displace actual power, and TWM is the first major 
effort, therefore, to handle and address democratic citizens who were set to 
lose from another war. If many of its proposals are absolutely coherent with 
the more openly liberal stance he took many decades later in life, it is because 
wagering on political fatalism and its bellicose payload was, tragically, one of 
his shrewdest decisions.
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Endnotes

1	 Lewis’s work is often traced to the influence of a group of European neo-classicists and 
authorities, like Babbitt, who were influenced by the neo-classical tradition (Dasenbrock, 
3-12;  Sherry 16-28).

2	 I follow SueEllen Campbell in thinking that TWM’s is less about the inherent value of these 
terms (which are, of course, infinitely open to interpretation and not particularly clearly 
delimited in Lewis’s text) than it is about the “the more practical consequences with which 
he associates them” (76). In many ways, I am concentrating here on a cue given in Campbell 
to see TWM as a product of the First World War, with Lewis arguing for a stable culture be-
cause “only in a stable world can artists create... [and] only with stability—with order—will 
we have peace instead of war” (83).

3	 Munton is clear that his periodization of Lewis’s right-wing phase begins in 1930, after 
TWM’s publication. In view of some of the more extreme character assessments quoted 
above, we can see that this is a mere technicality for many of Lewis’s readers. This paper will 

https://journals.openedition.org/erea/220
https://journals.openedition.org/erea/220
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go further in arguing that TWM expresses Lewis’s democratic tendencies and thus cannot be 
seen as a mid-point between Lewis’s juvenile elitism and his flirtation with Hitler in 1930.

4	 I use the term ‘tendencies’ because I hesitate before suggesting that Lewis unequivocally 
endorses democracy at any stage of his career. It is, however, the position of this article that 
because Lewis believes in the reality and power of liberal democracy as an ideology, his 
work stakes an enduring importance on its survival. This paper continually tracks a distinc-
tion between the politics that Lewis wants and those that he sees around him, and it is in 
the latter sense that his political considerations are inflected by a democratic tendency: the 
intellectual relevance and purpose of a book like TWM is invested in modern democratic 
conditions persisting.

5	 It is interesting to see the intense debate that the polarities of outreach and aloofness have 
caused in the scholarship regarding other major modernists. Eliot’s controversial theory of 
impersonality, for example, has been interpreted as an extension of private aesthetic con-
cerns (Allan 170-3) and as an impetuous reaction to Bergsonian populism (Ellmann 11-2). 
Perhaps these readings of Eliot were settled with such confidence because they implicitly 
fed off a striking likeness to the consensus regarding Lewis’s own anti-Bergsonian person-
ality. It is precisely this disposition in Lewis that this article will argue against, and Lewis’s 
complaints about Eliot’s impersonality may therefore be fruitfully borne in mind (MWA 
77-5).

6	 A general overview of the relationship between art and conceptions of time and space is 
given by Stephen Kern, who thinks that there is warrant enough for mentioning TWM that 
he does so despite the chronological parameters of his study. Even here, however, Lewis 
is but “the most colorful of his [Bergson’s] detractors, and certainly the most hysterical” 
(26).  Whilst overviews of the metaphysical discourses of the fin-de-siecle period may not 
throw much light on Lewis, they sometimes validate claims he made about the nebulous 
movement he dubbed time-philosophy. J. G. Whitrow, for example, considers there to be 
a notable congruence between Bergsonism and the philosophies of Samuel Alexander and 
Alfred North Whitehead (289).

7	 Some readers have not, like Wagner, let incomprehension deter them from making frequent 
returns to TWM. Lawrence Durrell’s letters to Richard Aldington and Henry Miller reveal 
a masochistic fascination that reduces him to this foaming idiolect: “Sending Time and 
Western Man. Hate Lewis: he is so much the English blackbeetle squashed into the form of 
a gingerbread Nashe. Fuck his metaphysical Swedish quill say I!” (76)

8	 It is extraordinarily important to bear in mind, however, that I have no major qualms with 
either the substance of Edwards’s interpretation or the possibility that he has successfully 
elucidated the principal positive doctrine of TWM. Indeed, Lewis’s belief in God or the util-
ity of believing in God could serve as the glue between TWM and RA as easily as pacifism, 
humanism, or the direct address to the public. For in one of Lewis’s last letters, he confides 
in Hugh Kenner that “I favour the Divine” (The Letters of Wyndham Lewis 562). 

9	 Edwards individuates the instalments of MW, prising the literary criticism from LF, the po-
litical philosophy from ABR, and the aesthetic theory from TWM, which makes it easier for 
him to structure his analysis along these texts’ points of difference rather than their similar-
ities as I wish to do here (Painter and Writer, 293-316). SueEllen Campbell, who offers the 
only other really accomplished study of TWM specifically, does not thoroughly compare it 
to ABR (xii). Campbell reads TWM in the light of Lewis’s adversarial ‘Enemy’ persona, and 
although this is a valid and rewarding approach, it cannot account (as I attempt to show) 
for aspects of the text where Lewis sincerely commiserates with the concerns of a general 
readership in the image of the Small Man.

10	 If this ‘essentially’ is used in the philosophical sense of essentialism, then the quotation 
seems to hold out very little hope for a reformation of the ordinary democratic citizen along 
the lines of the quasi-theological Lewisian ideal. Lewis’s views on human nature are compli-
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cated and potentially contradictory. In some moods he asserts the possibility of “a spiritual 
advance” (Creatures of Habit 161) within humanity, which would also be an advance for 
artistic standards. However, in The Diabolical Principle, Lewis elaborates on why a natural 
conservatism in people—exacerbated by a liberal-democratic political system which en-
courages them to stay this way—essentially forecloses his transformational project:

It is not even, then, that I have no beliefs that could be described as ‘political,’ but that no 
single individual, as things are, can effectively, be anything, politically, at all, except quite 
simply a ‘capitalist’ or a ‘communist.’ Politically, if you do not thrill at the thought of 
the modern Capitalist State, all that it entails, then you must be a communist—for who 
believes that for long Socialism can avoid merging with the energetic communist mi-
nority? So there is no question of purely political identity at all. And there is no margin 
in which the individual can exist, effectively, outside these gigantic organizations. (146)

11	 In this way, my view is somewhat different from the common view that Lewis has an early 
phase of authoritarianism (whether proto-fascist or not) followed by a kindlier late phase. 
In fact, I find Lewis entertaining the democratic reality around him in MW, and it is be-
cause he is not heeded that his later works are marked by such a distinct note of withdrawal 
from a public audience. In The Writer and the Absolute (hereafter WA), for example, Lewis 
states that a writer does “in a certain measure, settle their own affairs, within the internal 
organization of their craft... [and] has to look for his freedom towards the community of 
writers” (34).

12	 The idea that Lewis may be coining a portmanteau of aristocratism and racism is recom-
mended by his use of the standard form ‘aristocratism’ elsewhere in ABR, especially since 
on that occasion he conjoins it to racism: “an effect of that natural race egotism and ‘aris-
tocratism’ to which reference has been made” (ABR 45). This would make Lewis an early 
adopter—if that is what he is doing—of the term racism, which only becomes current in the 
early 1930s (“Racism, n.”).            

13	 Lewis later comments in H that “[t]he Great War was, in fact, a Great Civil War” (142), sug-
gesting that ABR’s language is a metonymic rather than a literal historical interpretation. 
The sense seems to be that just as the Russian Revolution ran along class lines, the First 
World War ran along national ones. On the other hand, he comments in WA that the “Great 
War made possible something far greater than itself, namely the Russian Revolution” (38).

14	 Phillips contextualizes the attractions of fascism within Lewis’s overarching anti-war 
stance, which gives both H and The Hitler Cult a “combined thematic and ethical consis-
tency” (127). The upshot of Phillips’s argument is that Lewis does not have a ‘fascist’ phase 
so much as a phase in which Nazi rhetoric appeals to his pacifistic commitment. Phillips’s 
framing is useful because it adds to the consistent pattern of thought that I argue TWM par-
ticipates in. It is not an authoritarian or elitist polemic, but rather one of several—indeed, 
perhaps the most sympathetic and useful—of many intellectual devices designed to lessen 
the likelihood of war.

15	 Whilst Lewis’s elitism regarding artists and non-artists can be traced to his earliest private 
writings (Rose, xix), this takes on an assumed political dimension in some critical readings 
(Sherry, 28). But not all commentators agree with the existence of a crypto-authoritarian 
message in the early works. Edwards, for example, states that Lewis’s painting The Crowd 
(1912) is “a constatation or prophetic diagnosis” of authoritarianism rather than a vision 
of an ideal state (“Big Englander” 4), and he has worked with Andrzej Ga̧siorek towards a 
radical reformulation of Lewis’s authoritarian ideal that is elitist without being political: 
“[h]is alternative to capitalism envisaged a kind of political despotism, which was operated 
not by intellectuals but rather by Lenin-like figures under whose aegis intellectuals would 
be free to engage in creative thought and the production of art” (Ga̧siorek, Wyndham Lewis 
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and Modernism 42). For the avoidance of all doubt, I believe this idea coheres with all of 
Lewis’s core political tenets.

16	 In some readings, Lewis is taken to have a thorough ‘theory of mass culture’ which explains 
why people should act against their will, a “power of hypnotism and suggestion” possessed 
by the newspaper and radio that “is entangled in a complicated relationship with technol-
ogy and capitalist class structures” (Sumner 36). Indeed, a Lewisian phrase such as “the 
subjectivity of the majority” (BB 212) may be read as denoting only the false subjectivity 
that arises within the type of majority that the mass media creates.

17	 An interesting possibility is that the ‘Small Man’ is an inversion of Carlyle’s Great Man, 
which Lewis may have encountered in preparing MW via James’s Will to Power, and Other 
Essays, which contains a negative reaction to Carlyle’s Whiggish history. Lewis had certainly 
read A Pluralistic Universe and Some Problems in Philosophy. If the lineage of the Small Man 
goes back to Carlyle, the valence of the term to progress is obvious: it is a person whose 
aptitudes are entirely predictable and who cannot alter the course of history.

18	 Haldane writes that to “make future wars humane it would only be necessary to introduce 
the two following rules” (20): namely, only tear gas may be deployed and no infantryman 
may have protective goggles. In essence, he brings a concept of what would later be known 
as deterrence theory to conventional warfare.

19	 Interestingly, Bridson is sensitive to TWM’s anticipation that the west will continue to exist 
under liberal democratic conditions rather than radically transform, although he does not 
expand on how he reaches this conclusion (72). TWM gets a paltry hearing in his examina-
tion of Lewis’s politics, and one wonders whether he got more from the horse’s mouth than 
he lets on in The Filibuster.

20	 It is very possible that Lewis does not think that his ‘Politics of the Intellect’ is enmeshed 
in the capitalist immuring of political speculation. I do not wish to consider that in detail 
here. It is only important to follow (for reasons given earlier in the paper) that Lewis does 
not think of the ‘Politics of the Intellect’ as a viable political alternative to capitalism by the 
time of writing TWM.

21	 I would suggest that this represents a real development between ABR and TWM in how 
Lewis uses the Small Man archetype. Historic manifestations of the Small Man at least have 
some signifier—even if arbitrary and regrettable—of exclusivity, like the gentleman’s livery 
or racialised skin. But the historical optimism of Bergsonism always stakes its claims to mi-
nority power over unverifiable claims about the rightness and betterness of the future, and 
not only does this make its power all the more illusory, it is also a democratizing tendency 
which opens the floodgates to anyone and everyone claiming their exceptionality.

22	 The view presented here should be contrasted with Henry Mead’s view that Bergson “ap-
pealed to readers on both the right and the left” because he substituted “gradual meliorism 
with more dynamical forms of progress” (245-6). Mead’s view is that Bergsonian intuition-
ism gave radicals a way of circumventing the liberal assurance (under the fiat of reason) of 
its own version of the future. 

23	 There is something desultory about scholarship that takes Lewis’s philosophical train of 
thought as being too lofty for common comprehension. May Sinclair’s The New Idealism, for 
example, takes up a lengthy exposition of the very critical realists that trouble Lewis, and, 
like him, she worries that she may garble the actual discoveries of post-Newtonian physics 
by mounting a ‘popular’ defence of Berkeleyan idealism. In 1934’s “Plain Home-Builder: 
Where Is Your Vorticist?”, Lewis concludes: “I have not been addressing myself to an aver-
age Plain Home-builder” (Creatures of Habit 256).

24	 Considering the Small Man as having the backing of empirical observation of people apart 
from their contemporary context has the benefit that it separates TWM from possibly tran-
sient philosophical concerns that would age poorly (Lewis, TWM (1993) 479-80; Fear 83-
107). In fact, Lewis appears to hope that by establishing Small Man psychology not only 
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within his satiric bent, but within the realist discoveries of an incipient science, its relevance will 
persist at least as long as the conditions of capitalistic liberal democracy that have learned to 
efficiently exploit it.

25	 James C. S. Wernham shows the variation of the faith-ladder across James’s works (105-6). The 
one that Lewis uses is the most complete; all of them, however, follow the same pattern which 
should lead to ‘truth’ being grounded in individual desirability claims (Wernham 109-10).    

26	 Not all the chapters of The Wild Body were written contemporaneously, but “The Meaning of the 
Wild Body” is Lewis’s “final return” to the series of stories before their publication in 1927 (La-
fourcade 75). Its incorporation of James shows clearly that Lewis had an attachment to James’s 
thought which has gone unremarked because of Lewis’s tendency to bluntly pigeon-hole him 
with Bergson.

27	 Lewis echoes and is obviously still inspired by a phrase in “The Strange Actor” of 1924, where he 
describes an interlocutor’s tragic mask which makes “serious...: but not about what he pretended 
to be... [and] incapable in life of anything but ‘life’” (Creatures of Habit 94).

28	 Edwards speculates on a manuscript variant of this line, which tantalizingly appears to begin “can-
not safely be left up to...” (TWM 410). What—fate?—or who? There is, I think, little wonder what 
class of people Lewis may have had in mind as unsafely overlooking their nature.

29	 Lafourcade and Michel engaged this question when establishing the textual history of TWB (La-
fourcade 68-84; Michel 15-23), and it is my sense that the debate latched onto this text because 
of its early genesis and the sustained process of revision it underwent, making it a weathervane 
for how much humanity made its way into Lewis’s satire, and more pointedly for how he arrived 
at his MW-era views.



	

“Neutrality—that was anathema”: 
The Critique of Ideology in The Revenge for Love

Joseph Owen

The Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt had read Wyndham Lewis, noting that his 
philosophical opus, The Art of Being Ruled (1926), is “interesting, witty, 
and important despite all its leaps of thought.” Schmitt particularly 

liked Lewis’s analysis of democracy as “the transition from the intellectual 
to the affective and sensual”, characterised as “a general ‘feminisation’ that 
suppresses the manly” (88). Lewis styled himself as the enemy and likewise 
proposed radical dualisms in a manner akin to Schmitt. Both authors 
developed criticisms of liberalism—Lewis’s skittish and Schmitt’s sustained—
because they believed it muddied the separation of intellectual domains. Both 
sought to counter the multiplicity and confusion of cultural life by restoring a 
delineated and supreme sphere of intellect. Schmitt’s concept of the political 
particularly engages with Lewis’s suspicions of liberalism and wish for political 
authenticity in an uncertain modern world. This article seeks to explore the 
precise relationship between these two thinkers. I rework Schmitt’s thinking 
via Lewis’s aesthetics, and I relocate Lewis within a broader intellectual 
tradition that includes Schmitt’s political philosophy. This work is valuable 
because, as Leo Strauss argued, and despite Schmitt’s claims to the contrary, 
“the understanding of the political requires a fundamental critique of at least 
the prevailing concept of culture” (84). Chantal Mouffe, continuing the theme, 
points out that “[Schmitt’s] distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ is not really 
politically constructed” (50), because it exceeds political theory and has much 
to say about aesthetics and culture. 

As a writer and a painter, Wyndham Lewis was committed to aesthetic 
experimentation. As a proponent of Vorticism, distinguished by its primitive 
energy and destructive iconoclasm, Lewis railed against bourgeois complacency 
and conventional composition. In periodicals and books such as Blast 1 (1914) 
and Tarr (1918), Lewis sought to diagnose and cure the modern cultural malaise, 
to “challenge and insult … the novel as a genre” (Trotter 73), and to dislocate 
“syntactic progression, forcing musical flow into abrupt quasi-pictorial signals, 
thus showing verbal images as distinct and integral things” (Sherry 112). In 
his writing, Lewis identified inadequacies in formal language and, as Fredric 
Jameson acknowledges, sought to reinvent the sentence “with all the force of 
origins” (2). Put less charitably, in the words of Valentine Cunningham:

      29
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Lewis crowds his texts by busying his flattened scenes with multivalences 
of cartoon, coopting the democratically numerous horrors of a Bosch 
canvas. … Lewis’s technique is an opportunistic cubism (111).

Stephen Spender argued, too, that Lewis’s modernism, whether understood as 
an imitative Cubism or a more distinctive aesthetic sensibility, was informed by a 
“violent preference for the past over the present,” because he was simultaneously 
fascinated and frightened by new technologies that could reestablish “the 
achievements of the enviable past” (221). Lewis wished to harness the powerful 
aspects of modernity for the creation of a new art-propelled world. His 
early Vorticist paintings typically displayed the exhilarating and foreboding 
possibilities of an unprecedentedly mechanical age. These fixations illustrate 
Lewis’s engagement with 1930s modernity, and he had, in Geoffrey Wagner’s 
formulation, an unwavering belief that “art must be supreme” (98). When one 
acquaintance accused him of being “Mister Ivory Tower,” Lewis wrote that 
“he shrugged off that silly remark” (RA 100). Yet the value Lewis placed on 
aesthetics above accessibility, and his enduring belief that enmity would lead to 
regeneration in art, society and the individual, sealed his association with the 
gilded realm of high modernism. 

This article focuses on Lewis’s novel, The Revenge for Love (1937), a vitriolic 
rebuke of leftwing agitation in Spain and London before the outbreak of the 
Spanish Civil War. Accounting for Schmitt’s view that a world without the 
friend/enemy distinction would be meaningless, which underpins his critique 
of liberalism, the article investigates how Lewis complicated conceptions 
of political ideology among writers leading up to the Spanish Civil War. The 
Revenge for Love offers a profound, ironic engagement with the ideological 
fervour surrounding the Spanish Civil War, not by offering an alternative form of 
political commitment, but by satirising the very terms of ideological affiliation. 
This article argues that Lewis’s novel is best understood through the lens of 
Schmitt’s concept of the political, in particular his idea of the friend/enemy 
distinction, to diagnose the ideological game-playing of the British literary left. 
Lewis’s articulation of what I call regenerative enmity shares Schmitt’s belief in 
the constitutive power of antagonism, but it departs from Schmitt by refusing 
to sacralise violence or reify political commitment. Instead, Lewis channels his 
aesthetic modernism into a critique of political ideology, revealing its effects as 
duplicitous, performative and corrosive to both the individual and the artist. 
The novel’s fragmented style, parodic characterisation, and jagged narrative 
form mirror the breakdown of stable political and aesthetic categories. Rather 
than taking sides, Lewis exposes what he sees as the absurdities of all sides. His 
polemical alignment with fascism and communism, which is elsewhere explicit 
and disturbing, is ironised and deflated in the novel, reframed as reactive rather 
than prescriptive. In this sense, The Revenge for Love offers a distinctive literary 
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enactment of Schmit’s insights while repudiating the reactionary endgame of 
Schmitt’s politics.

Contrarian Politics, Aesthetic Detachment

By the 1930s, Lewis’s style had tended more towards aesthetic clarity and 
unabashed cultural satire, and he became preoccupied with pronouncing a set 
of “baffling diverse political views” (Watson 77). Lewis’s fascist sympathies have 
been much debated in scholarship, mostly accounting for polemical works he 
had written, including Hitler (1931), Left Wings Over Europe (1936) and Count 
Your Dead (1937).1 Yet there was also a great variety to Lewis’s politics.2 His 
hostile diatribes were often juxtaposed with laments over national poverty—he 
thought that “the economics of the Thirties were far too ‘conservative’”—and 
futile international wars (Bridson 181). Lewis never apologised for his most 
misguided endorsements, but he later rejected them as “ill-judged, redundant, 
harmful of course to me personally, and no value to anybody else” (RA 209). 
Nevertheless, his public standing remained isolated in respect to the literary 
zeitgeist. Responding to their obsession with the Republican cause, Lewis saw 
the younger writers as part of, in the words of Katharine Bail Hoskins, “a vast 
conspiracy against reason and individuality” (58). Elsewhere, Cunningham 
portrays Lewis as a fuming “angry papa,” acting as the enemy through “grimly 
joyous red-baiting” and “waspishness towards well-heeled leftists” (22, 30, 224). 
Aside from politics, Cunningham characterises Lewis’s view of the upcoming 
literary generation as a youth racket enslaved to juvenile and homosexual 
impulses; in his fiction, these young writers “serve the lecheries of the older 
generation,” and in The Revenge for Love, the euphemistic phrase “false 
bottoms” is the dominant motif (148–50). Lewis’s estrangement extended to 
the Bloomsbury Group, whom he regarded as, according to Stanley Weintraub, 
a set of “parlour pinks, whose every feeling [was] bogus” (176).

Lewis’s persistent animosity towards the literary public reflected his 
aesthetic detachment, which he thought was unachievable for many of his 
contemporaries. Lewis argued that detachment in fiction was wholly desirable 
to be an effective partisan:

[S]ide-taking … will become a game for you—a game in which there 
is only one rule: namely, that you must place yourself on the side to 
which you belong—and not romantically masquerade as a black if you 
are white (ES 264–65).

Lewis chiefly criticises fakery and dishonesty, but he additionally mocks the 
vogue of taking sides. Lewis’s own penchant for extreme side-taking therefore 
served to satirise both the bluff and earnestness of the younger literary 
generation’s political commitment. Lewis gave short shrift to writers who lent 
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themselves as voices for the proletarian population; in Cunningham’s view, he 
was “intent on his own aloofness from the masses” (276). Lewis’s philosophical 
creed on “the politics of the intellect” (ABR 431–34), considered by Wagner as 
simply “the formation of an intellectual elite” (92), but more feasibly construed 
as Lewis’s attempt to detach art from politics altogether, widened the fissure 
between himself and his contemporaries. In Timothy Materer’s reading, Lewis 
reinforced his isolation by “ironically exaggerating the saturnine pose of the 
Enemy.” He could then abandon this ostensibly mischievous pose “while 
keeping his private self concealed,” channelling the Nietzschean ideal of the 
“opposition of the artist to society [into] an exhilarating game” (12–13). By the 
time of the Spanish Civil War, this impish intellectual approach shifted into a 
heartfelt, serious desire to combat and antagonise what Lewis termed as the 
“repressive ‘left-wing’ orthodoxy” of the British literary mainstream (FDI 793).
	

Francoist Sympathies, Reactive Interests

Lewis had a complicated outlook on the Spanish Civil War, although for 
many scholars it embodies a simple case of pro-Francoism (Bridson 167–84; 
Hoskins 57–77; Benson 27; O’Keeffe 635–36). In his most explicit work on the 
conflict, Count Your Dead, Lewis appears to praise Franco, or at least dilutes his 
unpalatable attributes, arguing that the General embodied “an ordinary old-
fashioned anti-monarchical Spanish liberal” (CYD 196). It is perhaps ironic 
that Lewis and the British governing elites shared the opinion that Franco was, 
as Helen Graham outlines, a “Christian gentleman” and “an antidote to danger” 
(81). Lewis’s staunch animosity towards the Government’s non-intervention 
policy on Spain informed his political treatises, which he construed as acts of 
appeasement, anti-war polemics, and peace pamphlets. Indeed, his criticisms 
of government policy and leftwing popular opinion were largely the result of 
“interpreting virtually all expression of antifascism as hypocrisy masking a 
cynical conspiracy to bring on a terrible and unjustifiable war” (Hoskins 61). 
These works contained none of the qualities that could be associated with 
Lewis’s fiction (including The Revenge for Love): literary sophistication, nuanced 
characterisation, intelligent structuring, acerbic humour or political complexity, 
and he struggled to convey his pacifist political message. This problem was 
augmented through his extensive political misreadings: he accused, where 
the opposite was true, Stanley Baldwin and Anthony Eden of having “gone in 
with Communism, in order that Communism should protect them against 
Fascism” (CYD 58). Britain’s adherence to a non-intervention policy hindered 
the Republic because it was unable to access international credit to finance 
its war effort; the communist factions of the Republic eventually campaigned 
against non-intervention policy (Graham 1). Lewis additionally believed that 
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the Spanish Civil War “had been brought about solely by Communist intrigue 
and Russian intervention in Spanish domestic affairs” (Bridson 174), another 
observation that withstands little scrutiny. The initial point of conflict occurred 
through the Spanish Army’s military coup, conducted to usurp the Republic’s 
efforts to modernise the country (Graham 1).

These examples illustrate the essential confusion and contradiction in 
Lewis’s politics at the time. His behaviour stemmed from a paranoid need to 
counteract the hegemony of leftwing opinion in British letters and the duplicity 
inherent in democratic political institutions; he had felt “that England was 
kept in ignorance of the true position of Spanish politics” (Meyers 226) and 
that the newsreels, which he thought in thrall to Jewish manipulation, “were 
much too kind to the Red Militia in Spain” (Cunningham 289). In an article 
for British Union Quarterly, Lewis criticises the number of writers who are 
“all upon one side,” and even berates the High Priest of Neutrality, Eliot, of 
having “his slight aversion to Communism … counterbalanced by a more 
recent aversion to Fascism” (LCWM 28). He goes on to state that, “in spite 
of myself, almost, I am objective, I am detached, if I compare myself with say 
Trotsky or Baldwin” (LWCM 30). Lewis, then, in “a plea for objectivity among 
intellectuals” (Bridson 184), tried to redress orthodox political opinion to reflect 
his contempt for ideological commitment in general, portraying himself as a 
servant of truth and authenticity as well as an enemy of uniformity and sham 
political positioning. As Toby Foshay neatly summarises it, “Lewis’s interest in 
politics is fundamentally reactive” (98), and his various public postures can be 
only understood in this literary context of the period.

In The Revenge for Love, written two to three years before the Spanish Civil 
War and during the Alejandro Lerroux government, Lewis tries to complicate 
the binary of communism and fascism that had been widely accepted among 
many writers. Schmitt is a useful interlocutor because Lewis’s contrarian politics 
and thirst for antagonism, as illustrated by the title of the review he founded, 
The Enemy (1927–29), articulate a version of the friend/enemy distinction. 
Lewis positioned himself in opposition to aspects of society he thought stale or 
degenerate, and with equal regularity he attached himself to causes he believed 
could revitalise the aesthetic and individual condition. Schmitt had read Lewis 
and developed an eager curiosity for the volatile writer, “wondering in his 
diaries if he were not a ‘related soul’” (qtd. in Dwan 163). They had, as David 
Dwan notes, common predilections:

[B]oth stressed the value of enmity; both directed their animus at 
representative democracy and liberalism; both had very public trysts 
with Hitler; and … they had a mutual loathing of Romanticism (163).
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Such an assessment of the two writers leads this article into an analysis of 
Lewis’s The Revenge for Love, a book most adequately described as “a novel 
about political commitment” rather than a political novel per se (123). Having 
been written before the Spanish Civil War, the novel cannot take sides on the 
conflict. It does, however, use “the Spain of 1934 as the place that reveals the real 
consequences of commitments, self-delusions and deceptions the characters 
take there from England” (Edwards ix), which forms the basis of Lewis’s 
critique of ideology. Lewis presciently shows the ideological preoccupation 
that consumed many writers, and which reached its zenith during the Spanish 
Civil War.

Regenerative Enmity, Capricious Violence

Fundamental to Schmitt’s thought is the conviction that enmity exists. 
Schmitt believed that enmity should not be concealed or repressed and, as 
Strauss summarises it, “the political must once again be brought to light” 
(82–83). Enmity, in turn, drove Lewis’s vitriol against the mainstream 
literary contingent, represented in the novel by the communist-sympathising 
art clique. Lewis’s castigation of fakery and pretence—the recurring false 
bottoms—dominates the text, targeting supposed frauds and ideologues for 
their conscious deceit and blind dogmatism. Lewis mockingly describes the 
cast and seating arrangements of a party (that includes the Party) held for the 
returning, wounded communist “hero,” Percy Hardcaster:

[A]n impressive grouping salon-Reds—of Oxford and Cambridge 
‘pinks’; a subdued socialist-leaguer; the usual Marxist don; the pimpled 
son of a Privy Councillor (who had tovarish painted all over him); a 
refugee … three sturdy ‘independents’ (‘friends of Soviet Russia’) (RL 
149).

Lewis precisely skewers the group of leftwing archetypes. Each member is 
distinguished through his or her visual and social attributes, an assortment 
presented as uniform and submissive, stationed at the (one) foot of Percy, 
the authentic propagandist. Lewis describes the company in awe, entirely 
complacent and unable to detach themselves from their desensitised sycophancy. 
Lewis, through the narrative voice of poor outsider Margot Savage, seethes at 
the “false politics” of the “sham-underdogs athirst for power,” to the point of 
questioning the structural foundations of host Sean O’Hara’s house: “a box that 
had false sides to it and probably a false bottom … a prodigious non-sequitur, 
at the centre of everything that she saw going on around her—of an immense 
false-bottom underlying every seemingly solid surface” (RL 163–65). Lewis 
shows that deceit and false bottoms exist in everything; the London clique treat 
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Communist politics with hypocrisy and laxity, and the entire façade extends to 
an environment where principle and authenticity are so dispensable that every 
seemingly solid surface appears fragmented and illusory.

Lewis’s enmity towards “the inflexibility, the rigidity that the Marxist 
logic imparts” (Wagner 263) aligns with the false bottom motif, aimed at the 
young bohemians who are incapable of criticising the ideology in which they 
are invested. Lewis portrays these characters as myopic acolytes, if not risible 
fakes. When Jack Cruze recalls an anecdote about “a slave-gang” and “the 
pauperism” within Soviet Russia, there is a general disbelief (“blankness—a 
sort of amazed petrification”), and disapproval from the arch-communist 
Gillian Phipps: “Can’t you see that’s all a pack of lies? Someone has been telling 
you fairy-stories about Russia, … that wasn’t what happened to him” (RL 
112–13). The characters’ levels of political commitment and ideological purity 
are constantly disputed. Percy, who is on the Communist payroll, is regularly 
accused of betraying the true values of communism. Virgilio mocks Percy’s 
lack of “Communist mind” and claims his “ideas of revolution are bourgeois”. 
Mateu similarly berates Percy for being “at bottom an individualist” (RL 59–
60, 343). Gillian, who is so contemptuous of the proletariat, comes to believe 
that Percy is not “a true Communist at all,” but an “unconscious fascist, like 
so many of the working-class” (RL 229). Gillian’s husband Tristram, in turn, 
worries that she is “in danger of falling into Fascism” and is left wondering if 
she had “ever been a Communist at heart” (RL 230). This widespread refusal 
to entertain incompatible political ideas, along with the omnipresent suspicion 
that everybody else possesses inauthentic commitment, encapsulates Lewis’s 
contempt for ideology and ideological posturing in the novel. As Lewis’s narrator 
notes of the ideological divisions in Spain, “Neutrality—that was anathema … 
impossible … out of the question” (RL 53). Lewis is at once evoking the friend/
enemy distinction and failing to provide another normative political option 
to the one that he is denigrating. This is not simply reductive nihilism. Lewis’s 
lack of alternative is part of a regenerative enmity that amounts to catharsis: 
by attacking the complacent leftwing intelligentsia he is acknowledging the 
tendency to corruption that exists in all types of political power. In the book, 
as Hoskins notes, “there are no good politics. All nations are brutes” (76). The 
novel, then, suggests that aesthetic, social and individual regeneration can only 
be enacted through nonpolitical authenticity.

Yet the unforgiving, doctrinaire political climate presented in the text 
exploits the nonpolitical characters. The artistic set treats Jack, the quasi-
capitalist accountant, in pet-like fashion, attracting bemused responses that 
range from condescension (“That red-faced little bounder person over there”) 
to vague curiosity (“Who the devil is that Jackanapes?”) to outright disgust 
(“‘A capitalist!’ had hissed Sean”) (RL 145). Jack is even granted the honour of 
a few political lessons: “Tristy and Jill reserved for him most of these exercises 
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in mental communism” (RL 192). Jack’s unpolitical nature—politics “meant 
damn-all” and he was “no politician” (RL 108–09)—contributes to his frequent 
belittlement. Jack does, however, move in with Gillian (his greatest craving) by 
the close of the novel. As a wage-earning accountant for several capitalists, he 
still holds political power without himself having a clear politics. For contrast, 
Lewis highlights the consequences of having no economic or political power 
through the artist Victor Stamp and his girlfriend, Margot. Victor, who lives 
in relative poverty, first turns to art forgery and then to gunrunning under 
duress from the manipulative and sinister financier, Abershaw. Lewis links 
Victor’s lack of power to his lack of politics. To the other artists Victor was not 
“their sort in politics … he only had the status of a stranger”, he did not “give 
a damn … for ‘the People’” who made up the marketplace for his art, and he 
remained aloof from political commitment due to an “instinctive scepticism 
of the cannon-fodder, regarding all wars, of Class or Nation” (RL 174–76). 
On this point, Schmitt believed that the wartime service of the state held 
unique value, “[a] world in which the possibility of war is utterly eliminated 
[…] would be a world without the distinction of friend and enemy” and 
therefore lack any “meaningful antithesis” (35). Lewis has Victor articulate 
the implications of such service: that the powerless are likely to face violence 
and death. 

Victor acknowledges the futility of war, which prophesises his own fate. 
The conniving duo of Abershaw and O’Hara send Victor and Margot to Spain 
as disposable decoys. The artistic pair, in contrast, have almost nothing deemed 
of value in the underhand political climate: power, money, or ideology, “the 
novel’s official languages” (Neilson 27). The only use Abershaw and O’Hara find 
for Victor is to place him deceptively at the front of their organisation; Victor’s 
forged signature eventually proves “more powerful than the ‘real’ Victor” (Brent 
478). Victor and Margot’s portrayal as powerless nonentities concludes when 
they die in ambiguous circumstances at the end of the novel. Lewis fittingly 
presents their deaths second-hand via a newspaper article, emphasising the 
pair’s irrelevance to a world dominated by influence, finance, and ideological 
commitment. The nature of authority was particularly important for Schmitt; 
he believed that the discourse of liberal neutrality wrongfully concealed 
power and enmity, and that “the aim is always the same, namely to declare 
the enemy,” inscribing power with no value, good or evil, but as something 
that simply exists (47, 25–27). Lewis had stated in The Art of Being Ruled that 
“in the abstract I believe the Sovietic system to be the best” (ABR 320). As 
Reed Way Dasenbrock argues, Lewis’s premised his admiration on the belief 
that at least “dictators were more honest about their dictatorial position” 
than their democratic counterparts, and that “they exercised their power in a 
straightforward way” (86). Lewis is keenly aware of the nature of power in the 
novel, showing that it cannot be constrained to prevent the deaths of Victor and 
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Margot. Yet Lewis’s generally sympathetic portrayal of the powerless couple, 
though it tends to ambivalence—Victor is belligerent and proud, and Margot is 
romantic and deluded—suggests that he ascribes some moral value to power in 
the novel. Lewis’s conviction that openly declared political power is a decisive 
component of intellectual life remains in evidence, but in contrast to Schmitt, 
he doubts its amorality. 

In their conceptions of power, Lewis and Schmitt agreed not only that 
enmity exists but that it defines human relationships and should not be 
neutralised. Lewis’s enmity is more focused on the private and individual, 
and so does not strictly match Schmitt’s public and collective political 
conceptualisation. Schmitt claimed that the political enemy simply constituted 
“the other, the stranger,” and that a moral, aesthetic or economic value need 
not be attached to this distinction (26–27). Yet, despite their claims to present 
objective realities, Schmitt and Lewis’s conceptions of enmity both entertain 
a return to a nominally authentic existence. First, Lewis’s diatribes articulate 
a desire to return to authenticity in aesthetics. Artists Victor and Tristram 
Phipps resort to forging art works for a Communist racket because of the 
lack of appetite in bohemian London for nurturing originality. Lewis sees 
his enmity as the antidote to what he understood as the toxic infestation of 
communist ideologues and sham artists in cultural life. Lewis, despite his 
claims of detachment and impartiality, cannot help but sentimentalise the 
classical achievements of the past that he finds so enviable. Schmitt’s concept of 
the political, in turn, points to the natural antagonisms that have been diluted 
because of liberal depoliticisation. Schmitt understands enmity as a natural 
force that exists regardless of liberal neutralisation, which leads him to think 
it desirable that enmity be transparently acknowledged. Although he claims 
the friend/enemy distinction is not “based on any one antithesis” and is not 
reducible to any other distinction, Schmitt sees the return to open political 
enmity as regenerative because such a condition is uniquely valuable (26–27). 
Schmitt asserts this value of political enmity because he concedes that a “league 
of nations as a concrete existing universal human organisation” is technically 
possible. As Strauss notes, Schmitt cannot argue, therefore, against liberal 
depoliticisation on the basis that it is unrealistic, but rather that it is undesirable 
(98–99). The irony is that both Lewis and Schmitt’s conceptions of enmity tend 
to be wistful and romantic, yet Romanticism inhabited a view of the world that 
each had independently criticised. 

Lewis’s regenerative enmity stemmed from his fervent belief in the 
importance of the “live” mind over the “dead” mind, signified by his passionate 
loathing for “the inferno of moronic idiocy and decay” endemic in popular 
society (qtd. in Chase 156). Lewis equates the live mind with individuality, 
skepticism and authenticity, and the dead mind with the mass, uniformity and 
fakery; his attacks on the leftwing literary zeitgeist in the novel are testament to 
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this live mind/dead mind distinction. It is otherwise obvious to associate Lewis’s 
combative, convulsive, and unrelenting prose with a modernist aesthetic of 
violence. Cunningham argues that Lewis, after all, “did more than any other 
writer to carry over a wartime violence into art and criticism, and to make that 
toughness fashionable” (64). Lewis valued the regeneration of art above other 
concerns, so it is understandable that a necessary belief in violence might 
supplement this obsession. For Schmitt, the possibility of violence is central 
to the friend/enemy distinction. He denigrated as meaningless a mode of life 
without such a distinction because men would not be required “to sacrifice life, 
[be] authorised to shed blood, and [to] kill other human beings” in defence of 
the wartime state. Though Schmitt claimed not to value violence in an abstract 
sense, he believed that the service of a political end—one intrinsically bound 
to “the real possibility of physical killing”—holds a unique purpose and should 
not be neutralised (33–35). The consequence of neutrality is a superficial, 
pointless, and valueless world. Lewis rejects the regenerative capacity of 
violence because he detested warfare as informed by his experiences fighting in 
the Great War: “[T]he merely military outcome was by this time meaningless. 
It was perfectly clear that we should all be ruined, and that some people 
meant us to be” (BB 144). Lewis reserved the regenerative value of enmity 
for aesthetic and political disputes rather than the harsh brutality of physical 
conflict. In Lewis’s view, and in contrast to Schmitt’s, it was the bloodshed of 
war that was meaningless.

Though Lewis’s style “expressed affinities with violence” and he often 
recognised “how violent action could quickly reveal the difference between a 
‘live’ mind and a ‘dead’ mind” (Chase 156), physical violence in the novel is 
absurd, often capricious, and seemingly devoid of lasting value. Percy’s leg is 
blown to pieces in a peculiarly innocuous prison break; an anonymous man 
attempts to rape Margot at the party; Victor in turn beats the assailant; Percy’s 
residual limb is kicked in by Jack on the whim of Gillian’s pride; and Victor 
runs over a member of the Civil Guard unaware that his vehicle has neither 
weapons nor contraband, only bricks. Lewis’s narrator mocks the duty of 
violence that is bound up with ideology, citing a tale of Lenin: “[H]e hated 
violinists, because they made him feel he wanted to stroke their heads, and 
all the time he knew it was in fact his duty to bash their brains out” (RL 46). 
Highlighting the violent implications of dogmatism formed only one part of 
Lewis’s critique of ideology. Lewis also attacked ideologies for their tendency to 
corrupt and attract corruption. The novel demonstrates Lewis’ view, according 
to Alan Munton, by showing “that every kind of politics—democratic, fascist, 
communist—is finally a racket” (255).
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Insidious Liberalism, The Game of Ideology

The ludicrous spectacle of capricious violence outlined in the novel engages 
with Schmitt’s theory of decisionism. Through the random episodes of violence, 
Lewis mocks the idea of decisive action as constituting virtue. Dwan cites Lewis’s 
technique as “an anticipation and parody of Schmitt’s friend/enemy distinction” 
(181). Schmitt’s criticisms of liberalism rest on the belief that there is an inherent 
value in decisive action over the paralysis of discussion: “The political entity is 
by its very nature the decisive entity…. If it exists, it is the supreme” (43–44). In 
his own criticisms of contemporary liberalism, Lewis thought democracy was 
a charade that did not truly protect the liberty of the individual, in the sense of 
a person discovering “their own reality” (324). Andrzej Gąsiorek summarises 
Lewis’s view that such politics was “theoretically flawed because it relied on 
unrealisable abstractions and was empirically disastrous because it was prey to 
political manipulation” (208). In the novel, Lewis encapsulates the deceptive 
liberal identity when he describes “the humanitarian” as “the confederate of 
the despot” (RL 51). Lewis, echoing Schmitt, believed that current democratic 
regimes contributed to a disastrous, neutralising effect on the nation-state and 
its citizens. Don Alvaro describes England and Spain as “going rotten at the 
bottom and at the top … where there was no longer either Spanish men or 
English men, but a gathering of individuals who were nothing” (RL 12).

For Lewis, liberalism, and its adoption of technology as the final neutral 
ground, has a disconcerting and illusory effect on the individual. Like Schmitt, 
Lewis saw technology as a naturally violent instrument that could be used to 
entrench political power, and its neutralisation inhibits its true value. The effects 
of modern machinery tear apart Margot’s psyche in the novel’s climactic car chase, 
which persistently alludes to a state of sensory fragmentation: Margot’s “head 
ached with the crash of images”; her senses were simultaneously “bludgeoned 
… away” and “drugged … drowsily under”; she observed “fragments, but in 
too great detail, for it was incoherent”; and she admitted, “a fragment at a time, 
the components of the scenery”. Lewis sets these somatic feelings against “the 
savage onrush of the machine”. The car is variously described as a “charging 
beast”, a “muscular machine”, and a “plunging twenty-ton magnet” (RL 353–
68). For someone who stated in his Blast manifesto that, “AUTOMOBILISM 
[…] bores us” and who wanted no “hulloo-bulloo about motor cars”, Lewis is 
seduced by the power that the vehicle possesses (B1). It is unclear if he believes 
that technology should facilitate a return to an authentic classical ideal of 
aesthetics, but he invokes several ancient myths in the novel: an airplane is “a 
gentlemanly Pegasus”, and Margot, shaken by the car chase, dreams of “Penelope 
calmly sitting at home, and the happy calm of Nausicaa” (RL 354, 368). Both 
allusions chime with William H. Pritchard’s observation that Lewis believed 
“the instinctual has its affinities with mechanical” (125). Lewis marvels at how 
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technology can harness primitive power but is concerned by how it distorts 
sense perception of the world. As Jameson notes, the car in the novel “seems 
to have absorbed all the vitality of the human beings henceforth dependent on 
it” (82). And, as Trevor Brent points out, when Victor kills the guard, the aerial 
perspective Lewis adopts “represents a dehumanising abstraction of the scene 
… arranged in the manner of a modernist collage” (480).

In similarly modernist terms, Lewis characterises Victor as an idealised, 
natural, primitive man. Lewis’s narrator observes the artist “announcing in all 
his movements the resurrection of animal will”, before inverting the idea by 
showing the insidious effects of modernity on the individual. Victor ominously 
“felt good, in a mechanical way;” in front of one of his second-rate compositions 
his “animal energy wilted,” resulting in a momentary contemplation over “the 
use of animal energy” (RL 80–85). Finally, Margot perceives him as a merely 
desirable “symbolic man” (RL 358). Lewis erodes Victor’s sense of identity in 
the novel until he eradicates it at Victor’s inconsequential demise. As Gąsiorek 
argues, the modernist aesthetic “never settles on a stable narratorial mode 
or discursive register, but shifts kaleidoscopically between the genres of 
satire, parody, melodrama, expressionism, thriller and romance,” channelling 
modern, unstable identities (216). Each chapter begins the narrative again 
from a different, albeit always fragmented, point of view.

Schmitt argued that liberalism, through “the dynamic of perpetual 
competition and perpetual discussion,” did not offer clear and stable identities 
and “it never produces on its own a positive theory of state, government, and 
politics” (70). Liberalism superficially allows for pluralism, which generates 
many cultural binaries within society to which citizens attach multiple identities. 
Schmitt thought that these binaries, unlike the friend/enemy distinction, do 
not produce a true sense of collective identity. As Dasenbrock astutely argues, 
Lewis believed liberalism had deceived people into thinking “that a great deal is 
at stake in these [social] wars and we buy into the ideologies sustaining them,” 
and he was curious about why “social conflicts have become so intense at this 
point in our history.” Like Schmitt, Lewis thought that all conflicts outside the 
political domain were inferior to political conflicts, and that social conflicts were 
an insidious and conspiratorial disguise for “the fundamental centralisation 
of power going on behind the scenes” (Dasenbrock 87–88). Schmitt, in turn, 
lamented within liberalism the deliberate conflation of the state with society, 
which masks the natural authority of the friend/enemy distinction:

A politically united people becomes, on the one hand, a culturally 
interested public, and on the other, partially an industrial concern and 
its employers, partially a mass of consumers. At the intellectual pole, 
government and power turns into propaganda and mass manipulation, 
and at the economic pole, control (72).
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In the novel, Lewis shows how a propagandist and manipulative modern 
society, akin to the one Schmitt describes, distorts individual identity and 
results in the tragic deaths of Victor and Margot. 

Yet Lewis does not see a resolution to the crisis of liberal modernity 
through an identification with totalitarian political ideologies. Lewis several 
times mocked the idea of developing a consistent political doctrine; he 
stated ironically that he was “partly communist and partly fascist, with a 
distinct streak of monarchism in my Marxism, but at bottom anarchist with 
a healthy passion for order” (DPDS 126). In response to a New Verse survey, 
Lewis presented his stance as “exactly midway between the Bolshevist and 
the Fascist” (8).3 Lewis’s values precipitated his early fascination with Soviet 
Russia and Nazi Germany; these regimes gave, in Dasenbrock’s view, “a franker 
admission that power, not ideology, was their concern” (88). Yet in the novel, 
Lewis purposely fails to distinguish between fascism, communism and liberal 
capitalism. Percy nonsensically states in a lengthy, confused and fruitless debate 
with his Spanish comrade, Virgilio, that the “vertical classes of Capitalism 
… are better than the horizontal classes of Fascism” (RL 56). Margot, when 
contemplating who were the better social company, reaches the conclusion that 
“both Reds and Blackshirts were very gross material” (RL 75). The inability to 
morally distinguish between ideologies culminates in Percy’s denunciation of 
Gillian’s politics. Percy, who was previously thought of as “broken upon the 
Spanish rack in the interests of étâtisme and Dictatorship,” devastates Gillian’s 
ideological pretensions (RL 152). In John Russell’s perspective, Lewis portrays 
Gillian as both “the highest-born person in the book and the purest theoretical 
Communist”; the ironic point is that she is the only one with the financial 
means to live a truly communist lifestyle and has “the power of pretending to 
hand [herself] down to proletariat status” (62). Percy reveals the propagandist 
purpose behind his alleged Spanish treatment, stating:

[I]f there’s a bit of a shoot-up, it will be a matter of complete indifference 
to me which of you—whether you ‘Communist’ intellectuals, you fancy 
salon-revolutionaries, you old-school-tie pinks, or on the other your 
fascist first cousins—are wiped out (RL 213).

At this point, Lewis finally questions the game of taking sides. J. A. Morris argues 
that the novel suggests that “nothing resembled the committed communist 
[so much] as the committed fascist” (87), which has, according to William M. 
Chase, “the effect … of completely neutralising ideology itself ” (155). In this 
instance, the sheer mania of ideological commitment generates Percy’s appeal 
to indiscriminate violence. 

For Percy, “[b]luff stood in the same relation to the revolutionary 
expressionism as does sangfroid to the pugnacity of the duellist,” which leads 
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to his uncertainty about “what part of bluff went to what part of solid belief ” 
and whether his “bogus rage was real rage” (RL 53–54). This conflation of 
beliefs finally compromises any remnants of authenticity. Lewis himself had 
taken up “the part of Frontkämpfer, the front-line soldier” against the literary 
mainstream (Cunningham 51). The game of ideology, however, was not one 
that he thought ultimately worth playing. As Percy learns of the death of Victor 
and Margot, realising his longer second stint in a Spanish prison, the character 
articulates Lewis’s own introspection: “He accepted, for his political opinions, 
the status of a game—a game of course of life and death” (RL 375). The grave 
and sometimes-fatal consequences of taking sides made Lewis believe that such 
a form of commitment was meaningless. When trying to reassure Margot of the 
worth of Victor’s mission, Percy’s words begin to ring hollow: “It’s better to have 
a Cause to live for, than have nothing to live for. … Even ‘a cause’ is better than 
nothing” (RL 332). By giving Percy his unwanted first name, Lewis “denounces 
himself in the person of the Marxist enemy” and brings into question the value 
of his own political commitments (Jameson 176). Lewis even moves away 
from his cold, unempathetic authorial perspective to show empathy with the 
incarcerated, half-real, half-bogus Percy; he concludes the novel by producing 
“a sudden tear” that rolls “down the front of [Percy’s] mask” (RL 380). As Foshay 
argues, Lewis’s depictions of Percy and Victor question “a moral culpability that 
he had earlier sought to exclude from all consideration” (119). In this way, Lewis 
indirectly challenges the meaning and value Schmitt attached to the possibility 
of violence. He places aside his disdain for inauthenticity and instead evokes 
signs of pathos in Percy’s portrayal, while lamenting the worthlessness and, as 
Paul Edwards puts it, “the destructiveness of political ideals compromised by 
self-deception” (131).

Lewis’s disillusionment with political ideologies, despite his flirtations with 
many revolutionary movements, came from the realisation that none would 
deliver the modern emancipation of society or the regeneration of art he had 
desperately sought. In the novel, Lewis consistently evokes the disdain he 
believed communist ideology held for art. Victor rebukes the Marxist critic, 
Peter Wallace, arguing that Marx would not help him “to understand a Picasso,” 
with Peter responding that Victor “can’t regard painting as suspended in the 
ether, attached to nothing in heaven or on earth. That’s art for art’s sake” (RL 
158). Elsewhere, Margot tells Percy: “The Reds I meet with Victor have no place 
for art in their politics—they seem to abominate art.” Percy confirms Margot’s 
prejudice by claiming that: “Art as you understand it is finished … the first 
thing to be scrapped. Always” (RL 329–31). Mateu, meanwhile, asserts the 
“dark immorality of books! A book was a black-shirted enemy” (RL 340). Here, 
Lewis displays his loathing toward the literary and artistic intelligentsia who 
contrive their analysis to fit Marxist dogma and who infer that the meaning of 
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art is intrinsic to ideology, nor does he spare the laypersons who use political 
ideology to excuse their ignorance and disdain of art.

Lewis also appears to cite a Jewish influence complicit in the denigration 
of aesthetics, and there are several stereotyped portrayals of Jews in the 
novel. Lewis reveals that Peter’s actual name is Reuben Wallach, implying the 
character’s duplicitous nature. As Brett Neilson argues, Lewis’s characterisation 
of Isaac Wohl as a mimetic art forger “closely parallels … Nazi anti-Semitism,” 
a prejudice grounded in the belief that Jews tend to imitate and not produce 
great art (38). Victor, in the novel, is revolted by “those Jewish smart-alicks from 
Paris” who misappropriate art by infusing it with political meaning (RL 158). 
These instances fit the portrait of Lewis as someone who saw the degeneration 
of art enacted by “Jewish-Bolshevik conspirators in every department of British 
life” (Cunningham 281). Lewis despised the monopolistic tendencies of financial 
oligarchies; he believed that High Finance fomented war incessantly to increase 
profits for their investors, and he attempted to find solace in any movement that 
might negate what he saw as their pernicious influence. As in the case of Ezra 
Pound, “hostility to the incubus of ‘loan-capital’ (i.e. Jewish financiers)” fuelled 
Lewis’s latent antisemitism and interest in fascism (Meyers 230).

Whereas Lewis’s dalliances with fascism arose from a misguided quest 
for peace, Schmitt’s unofficial position as the “Crown Jurist of the Third 
Reich” came from calculating career opportunism, although his antisemitism 
is indisputable (Frye 818). Raphael Gross correlates Schmitt’s defence of a 
homogenous German race against a Jewish existential threat with the latter’s 
friend/enemy distinction (Gross). In the case of both Schmitt and Lewis, 
there are discrepancies between their changeable personal prejudices and the 
articulation of their political creeds. Lewis, in the novel, retains his contempt 
for all forms of ideological totalitarianism that undermine the esteemed 
position of art. Schmitt, before his volte-face under the Nazi regime, presciently 
emphasised the need for the Weimar Constitution to acknowledge the friend/
enemy distinction and ban undemocratic political parties. It is astonishing 
to note that he was initially fearful of “a victory by one of the extremist 
movements with the ideological subversion of the state certain to follow” 
(Schwab 14). Liberalism, as Schmitt understood it, undermines the political 
community and cannot protect it from either pluralist entities inside the state 
or external enemies. Similar circumstances were evident in the Spanish Civil 
War, where “the Spanish Right, which was hostile to democracy, learned to 
operate successfully in the new political environment” (Graham 13). Crucially, 
during this period, both Schmitt and Lewis were mainly concerned with the 
effect that ideologies—totalitarian and liberal—would have on the political and 
aesthetic condition of modern life.
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Conclusion

Lewis sought to exaggerate and satirise the unthinking mass of politically 
committed writers whom he thought dominated public literary discourse. He 
complicated this established orthodoxy of ideological commitment, and in his 
novel The Revenge for Love, he indiscriminately criticises the blind dogmatism of 
writers and artists who aligned themselves with either communism or fascism. 
Lewis’s text nonetheless despairs at the tendency for ideological commitment 
to descend into violence, and it renounces political ideology to commend 
the unique value and sanctity of art. Through his vitriolic critique of political 
activism and agitation in the novel, Lewis argues that aesthetic regeneration 
will only occur if free from the impositions of both totalitarian and liberal 
ideologies. Lewis’s criticisms of the younger literary generation, well-illustrated 
in his confused polemics written predominantly during the Spanish Civil War, 
led him to applaud totalitarian regimes for what he saw as their honest and 
declarative use of power. This was a reactive stance: Lewis despised the apparent 
fakery and dishonesty of younger writers, so the totalitarian programmes that 
he believed contradicted their ill-thought views appealed to him. Yet the value 
he placed on art and aesthetic regeneration ultimately trumped his contrarian 
impulses. Lewis saw that ideology, of whatever stripe, was dangerous to the true 
artist.

If Lewis’s most sacred belief was in the supremacy of art, the result of the 
Spanish Civil War shifted his views on Francoism indefinitely. He retitled his 
painting The Siege of Barcelona to become The Surrender of Barcelona (1939), 
and he came to believe that the forces of Franco could only repress and demean 
aesthetic practice: “[T]he Catalan sun sets—in human blood, alas! As Barcelona 
falls, and the phalangist standard is unfurled there, we can all see that it is the 
end of a chapter—of painting, among other things” (WLA 307). As Gąsiorek 
notes, Lewis “defended art’s radicalism, but rejected its subordination to any 
particular politics” (221). This article therefore attempts to show that the value 
Lewis placed on art eclipsed all forms of political commitment and ideology, 
despite the varied trajectory of his politics. In The Revenge for Love, Lewis 
cannily confounds, along with his own politics, the binary of communism 
and fascism that prevailed in Britain during the Spanish Civil War. As my 
critical conversation with Schmitt has shown, Lewis valued enmity as a 
device that could regenerate society if directed towards aesthetic and political 
inauthenticity. Unlike Schmitt, and in plain contrast to his destructive prose 
style, Lewis openly deplored violence and felt it had no place in his conception 
of regenerative enmity. Lewis held great contempt for what he believed was 
the inherent duplicity of liberalism and parliamentary democracy, and, in 
distinctly Schmittian terms, raised concerns over the distorting effects of 
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liberalism on the individual while applauding totalitarian regimes. Using the 
novel form, Lewis demonstrates his scepticism of both communist and fascist 
ideology; he mainly disdains the intellectual compromises that they placed on 
individuals and the subsequent subordination of art. It is perplexing that his 
political writing was not so prescient, but that is perhaps the nature of polemic. 
Lewis unpicked ideological binaries in the novel, and this approach remained 
fundamental to his assessment of 1930s modernity and his anxieties about 
political commitment during the Spanish Civil War.

The novel’s central motif of the false bottom, which is invoked to 
describe not only furniture and art, but also people, parties, and ideologies, 
encapsulates Lewis’s suspicion of ideological sincerity. Characters are revealed 
not as embodiments of political truth, but as hollow signifiers in a game of 
affective identification. Margot and Victor, lacking political commitment, are 
destroyed by a world that treats ideology as both a moral obligation and an 
aesthetic pose. Yet Lewis withholds redemption through counter-ideology; 
he denies any politics the capacity for aesthetic or moral regeneration. Art, in 
contrast, becomes a negative ideal, which is valuable only in its refusal to be 
instrumentalised. In aligning Lewis with Schmitt, this article does not propose 
a simple philosophical kinship. Rather, it suggests that The Revenge for Love 
mounts a critique of modernity that shares Schmitt’s diagnosis but not his 
solution. Where Schmitt valorises decisive political identity and violent enmity 
as existential necessities, Lewis dramatises their absurdity and destructiveness. 
His novel, like his own public posturing, vacillates between detachment and 
outrage, irony and conviction. What it leaves behind is not a new ideology but 
a bitter recognition that all ideological forms tend toward fakery, coercion, and 
violence. For Lewis, only art, as it is precariously separated from ideology, can 
register this condition without capitulating to it.
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Endnotes

1 	 For a discussion of Lewis’s “protofascist” aesthetic, see Jameson, Fables of Aggression: Wyn-
dham Lewis, the Modernist as Fascist. For more reductive discussions of Lewis’s tendency 
toward fascist politics, see John Carey, “Wyndham Lewis and Hitler.” The Intellectuals and 
the Masses: Pride and Prejudice among the Literary Intelligentsia, 1880–1939, Faber and 
Faber, 1992, pp. 182–208. See also John R. Harrison, The Reactionaries: Yeats, Lewis, Pound, 
Eliot, Lawrence: A Study of the Anti-Democratic Intelligentsia, Schocken, 1966.

2 	 There has been significant revisionist scholarship that emphasises the complicated and ca-
pricious nature of Lewis’s politics. See Andrzej Gąsiorek, Wyndham Lewis and Modernism, 
Northcote House, 2004; Alan Munton, “Wyndham Lewis: From Proudhon to Hitler (and 
Back): The Strange Political Journey of Wyndham Lewis.” EREA, vol. 4, no. 2, 2006, pp. 
27–33; Ivan Phillips, “In His Bad Books: Wyndham Lewis and Fascism.” The Journal of 
Wyndham Lewis Studies, vol. 2, 2011, pp. 105–34; and David Lafferty, “Castor Oil for Con-
servatives: Wyndham Lewis’s Count Your Dead: They Are Alive! and ‘Bolsho-Tory’ Politics.” 
Journal of Modern Literature, vol. 36, no. 2, 2013, pp. 25–43.

3 	 The Authors Take Sides on the Spanish War pamphlet was presumably directing its ire to-
wards these types of paradoxical statement.



	

The Outsider and The Enemy: 
Colin Wilson on Wyndham Lewis

Luke Gilfedder

In 1956, Colin Wilson’s The Outsider became an overnight literary sensation 
that saw the twenty-four-year-old autodidact hailed as a prodigy and 
Britain’s first homegrown existentialist. Wilson’s book, lauded by critics such 

as Edith Sitwell, Cyril Connolly, and Philip Toynbee,<?> examined the ‘sickness’ 
of the twentieth century through the works of cultural and literary ‘Outsiders’ 
including Dostoyevsky, Nietzsche, T. E. Lawrence, Shaw, Hemingway, van 
Gogh, Blake, and T. E. Hulme. According to Wilson, such ‘Outsiders’ were 
symptoms of a declining society, appearing like pimples on a dying civilisation, 
whose alleged abnormalities represented attempts to manufacture heroism in 
an unheroic age. The ‘Outsider’, in short, was a man who, for any reason at all, 
felt himself “lonely in the crowd of the second-rate” (Religion 1).

Wilson sent a copy of his debut to T. S. Eliot, who responded kindly but 
said it was a pity to have left Wyndham Lewis out of the book, for Lewis was 
surely the “archetypal outsider” (qtd. in ES 2). Wilson described an ‘Outsider’ 
as “primarily a critic” (The Outsider 246) and said that the critic could even be 
a prophet if he cared deeply enough about his criticism. Lewis also believed 
nothing was more valuable in a nation than the critic, whom he called the 
“sincere upsidedown man” (CHCC 374). “I have moved outside,” Lewis declared 
in 1927, becoming, in his “solitary schism” (Tomlin 2), a self-appointed critic of 
a society hostile to reason and art. Lewis defined criticism as the introduction 
of light into a dark place, “Outsideness” being “where the light is” (RA 77). 
Given such views, it is no surprise Wilson made up for omitting Lewis from The 
Outsider—albeit thirty-three years later—in an excellent but sadly neglected 
essay called “Wyndham Lewis: A Refracted Talent?” To the good fortune of 
Wilson and Lewis scholars alike, the essay is preserved in the out-of-print 1989 
collection Existentially Speaking: Essays on the Philosophy of Literature.<?> 

This article seeks to shed further light on the unexplored parallels between 
Lewis and Wilson, as revealed by this intriguing essay, and to explore the 
implications of Wilson’s ‘existential’ interpretation of Lewis’s vision. While 
Wilson’s analysis is typically idiosyncratic and controversial, his essay is also 
one of the more striking examples of peer criticism in Lewisian studies and, 
as such, merits deeper examination—especially considering that Wilson, 
following Lewis, is arguably the most noteworthy ‘pariah’ of twentieth-century 
English literature.

      49
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The Almost Meeting

Before Eliot’s letter, fate had brought the ‘Outsider’ and the ‘Enemy’ 
tantalisingly close together. Despite their disparate backgrounds—Wilson 
being born in working-class Leicester in 1931, and Lewis on his father’s yacht 
off the coast of Nova Scotia in 1882—by 1956, they were living just a few streets 
apart in Notting Hill Gate (ES 85). Wilson made several attempts to get to 
grips with Lewis during this period, but each time to no avail. Ezra Pound’s 
letters had prompted him to read Tarr in the hope of finding another Ulysses, 
which Wilson described as the “bible” of his teens (ES 83). But he gave up 
after fifty pages, finding the book too trivial and personal for his tastes. He 
preferred Lewis’s critical work, particularly Paleface and Time and Western 
Man. Despite finding Lewis’s critiques of Joyce in the latter patronising and 
schoolmasterly, Wilson found himself involuntarily chuckling. Lewis had put 
his finger on the basic weakness of Ulysses: the attempt to build Stephen up into 
a kind of “intellectual Superman” (ES 84) without ever offering to show the 
reader his intellectual credentials. Wilson had intuitively recognised this when 
he first read Ulysses as a teenager, but he had forgotten about it in his overall 
admiration for the book. Now, Lewis rekindled the old distrust.

Following Wilson’s success with The Outsider, the playwright Ashley 
Dukes, who ran the Dionysus, a wine club in the Mercury Theatre, and who 
knew Lewis well, attempted to set up a meeting (ES 85). But Wilson hesitated: 
what was the point of meeting Lewis if he couldn’t yet appreciate his work? 
By this time, Wilson was struggling through Lewis’s late-career masterpiece, 
1955’s The Human Age, which, while praised by Hugh Kenner as challenging in 
comparison with Swift and Milton (215), Wilson instead likened to a “mediaeval 
castle,” impossible to get into and quite possibly “not worth the effort” (ES 89). 
When Lewis died in March 1957, Wilson regretted his earlier reluctance to 
arrange a meeting. There was something about Lewis that intrigued him. Why 
had he interested Eliot so much?

Sympathy for the Enemy

The question became more pertinent six months later when Wilson 
suddenly found himself in a position of critical neglect as grievous as Lewis’s. The 
publication of 1957’s Religion and the Rebel was met with a violent backlash; the 
critical heavyweights who lauded The Outsider—such as Raymond Mortimer 
and Toynbee—savaged its sequel as “half-baked Nietzsche” and a “vulgarised 
rubbish bin” (qtd. in Ritchie). Overnight, it seemed, the philosopher-elect of 
the angry young men had become a working-class upstart who had gotten 
above his station. Wilson felt this left his reputation in an even worse state 
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than Lewis’s: whereas Lewis was still read by a small audience, including 
distinguished contemporaries such as Eliot, Yeats, and Roy Campbell, Wilson 
seemed to have no audience at all (although, in later years, everyone from 
David Bowie to Hunter S. Thompson—even Colonel Gaddafi—would list The 
Outsider among their favourite books) (Rapatahana 116). Wilson left London 
for Cornwall, hoping to escape the hostile press, fulfilling Lewis’s observation 
that “the writer does not ‘escape’ or flee from the world of men in general,” he 
is most likely “driven from it” (RA 29). 

When Wilson next encountered Lewis’s work—via Tomlin’s 1969 anthology 
of Lewis’s prose—he found he had acquired a new feeling of identification with 
Lewis. As Eliot had suggested, here indeed was a true “outsider” (qtd. in ES 
2), out of step with his time and equally unsympathetic to the assumptions 
his contemporaries took for granted, firing out book after book and polemic 
after polemic against the death drive of western society. Lewis’s attack on the 
antihuman nihilism emanating from modern philosophy, physics, commerce, 
and social engineering—which conspired to obliterate the human element by 
“sensuality at one end of the spectrum” and “sheer abstraction at the other” 
(McLuhan “Nihilism Exposed” 98)—resonated with Wilson’s conviction that 
a civilisation given over to scientific humanism, abstract philosophy, and 
material comfort was losing what little sense of purpose it had left. Recalling 
Eliot’s letter—and still curious as to whether this fellow ‘OUTSIDER’ was an 
important writer—Wilson decided to settle the matter by writing an essay 
purely “for fun,” delivering his opinions as if “sitting over a glass of wine with a 
few close friends” (ES 10). 

Existential Criticism

As a result, Wilson’s essay on Lewis, “Wyndham Lewis: A Refracted Talent?”, 
is a lively example of ‘existential criticism’, an original conception of Wilson’s 
which advocates that a writer’s work should be judged based on what he has to 
say rather than how he says it. William James once wrote that “a man’s vision is 
the great fact about him” (14), and existential criticism seeks to examine that 
vision in a writer, to see how much of reality it incorporates or, conversely, to 
determine how far the writer’s attitude to life is parochial or based upon some 
temperamental defect of perspective. 

Wilson begins by criticising Lewis on this score, characterising the satire 
of early stories such as Tarr and Cantelman’s Spring-Mate as reading like a 
“savage, humourless Shaw” (ES 83). He finds that both works—indeed most of 
Lewis’s writings—present the outsider artist as a hero and that, like Joyce, Lewis 
takes this artist very seriously—almost immaturely so (Wilson suggests the 
penetration of Lewis’s “digs at Stephen Dedalus” springs from self-knowledge) 
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(ES 92). He argues that Tarr and Cantelman are self-absorbed works, obsessed 
with the trivial and personal, much like a D. H. Lawrence novel or Ulysses, 
yet without the redeeming flights into impersonality such works take. If Joyce 
was a “thin-skinned Irishman who disciplined himself into greatness,” and 
Lawrence a “thin-skinned Englishman who occasionally forgot himself enough 
to be great” (ES 83), then Wyndham Lewis—Wilson contends—never forgets 
himself for a moment. 

The Egoist

This claim that Lewis is a solipsistic writer is not without precedent in 
Lewisian criticism. More hostile commentators such as Stephen Spender (214) 
and Northrop Frye (80) have expressed similar sentiments, and even Marshall 
McLuhan, a sympathetic reader, interpreted Lewis as a Gnostic Neoplatonist, 
a Manichaean rejecter of the material world (“Nihilism Exposed” 97–99).<?> 
Lewisian maxims like “what is ‘genius’ … but an excess of individuality?” (Doom 
of Youth 131) and “all art is the expression of a colossal preference” (qtd. in 
McLuhan, “Lewis’s Prose Style” 66) could, taken out of context, lend credence 
to such reasoning. Yet Lewis’s theory of art does not imply that externality is 
either subjective or unknowable. Rather, he explicitly sides with the concrete 
and ‘material’ world, a “world of common-sense” as opposed to the ‘mental’ 
world, and “dogmatically” declares himself for the “Great Without” (MWA 
128). As Lewis writes in “Prevalent Design,” the mind may play “its searchlight 
on the objective world” as illumination, but it is not the only existing reality 
(CHCC 55). Lewis’s nuanced argument, briefly summarised, is that without 
the intellective shaping force of genius, the significance of the objective world 
remains mere potential, trapped within its own materiality. By engaging this 
objective world with his consciousness, the artist enables it to achieve aesthetic 
significance, his selfhood acting as a catalyst. “Reality,” Lewis concludes, “is in 
the artist, the image only in life” (B1 135).

So far, this position seems to align with Wilson’s thesis in The Craft of the 
Novel that art is fundamentally the shaping of material provided by the external 
world—the “organisation, as it were, of nothing,” as Lewis wrote in “The Perfect 
Action” (qtd. in Edwards 236). Wilson further agrees that writers need a 
clear self-image to undertake this artistic shaping; without a strong sense of 
individuality, writers merely reflect the surface of reality, becoming describers 
rather than explainers. In Lewis’s terminology, this private ego necessary for 
the creation of art is the not-self: a pure, nonpersonal intellect (distinct from 
the Self he refers to elsewhere as a “loathsome deformity” contracted through 
indiscriminate mingling with mass man) (B1 71). For Wilson, however, 
cultivating a self-image is only a writer’s first step. The great novels are not 
mirrors held inwardly to the artist’s heart but wide-angle mirrors that make the 
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reader aware of his freedom, which liberate the human imagination and give 
man a glimpse of what he could become. In Shaw’s words, art may be a magic 
mirror which enables man to see his soul, but beyond that, it has a more useful 
function: to reveal the future direction of human evolution (qtd. in Wilson, 
Craft of the Novel 241). 

Despite Lewis perfecting a powerful self-image earlier than most (to the 
extent he could consider a character as complex as Tarr a “caricatural self-
portrait of sorts” (RA 165)), Wilson believes his fiction never truly attained 
this final necessary step of detachment from self-image; a step that, in Wilson’s 
view, the greatest universal writers such as Tolstoy or Shakespeare ultimately 
take.<?> Works like Cantelman’s Spring-Mate and Tarr, Wilson claims, do not 
reach out to reality but instead exist in a vacuum of their own making. This 
might give them an artistic unity and intensity, but the world reflected in a 
small mirror soon gets monotonous and suffocating. Wilson contends that 
Lewis’s contemporaries find release from such close-upness by their symbols 
of meaning, be this religion for Eliot, war and courage for Hemingway, or the 
mystery of sex for D. H. Lawrence. By juxtaposing such symbols of meaning 
with the world of immediacy, their novels avoid the insularity that plagues 
Lewis’s works, becoming universal as well as particular. But Lewis, Wilson says, 
seems to find sex as “boring and irritating as he found everything else” (ES 
84). And as for war, Anthony Burgess once rather cruelly caricatured Lewis’s 
reflections in Blasting and Bombardiering as reading like a “gor-blimied police 
report”—“Allo-allo-allo-what’s-all-this-’ere to the intellectual and the exquisite 
painter” (“Gun and Pen” 15). Wilson speculates that Lewis’s lack of capacity 
for abandonment of the self was the reason for his fateful turn to politics as 
his form of objectivity. Likewise, the Canadian author Bruce Powe speculated 
in The Solitary Outlaw that Lewis’s total dedication to reading intellectually, 
without feeling or intuition, was partially responsible for his initial misreading 
of Hitler as a potential ally against a decaying society—a view echoed by 
Spender (214).<?> 

Intellectual Romanticism

After highlighting solipsism and artistic pessimism as potential flaws in 
Lewis’s vision, Wilson discusses how they might have developed and their 
effect on Lewis’s value as a writer. Underlying Lewis’s ocularcentric philosophy, 
Wilson reasons,  is the same kind of “craving for the abstract” that motivates 
Cubism: a desire for something that transcends Lewis’s pessimistic conception 
of reality, namely his conviction (shared with Cantelman) that life is an absurd 
joke (ES 90). Wilson determines that the core of Lewis’s endeavour was thus 
to achieve a post-impressionist revolution in prose, to translate this Cubist 
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craving for beauty through abstraction into text. Wilson correctly identifies 
this as a romantic urge—a turning away from the real world and towards a 
misty ideal one—and cites Lewis’s argument in “Inferior Religions”’ that

Beauty is an icy douche of ease and happiness at something suggesting 
perfect conditions for an organism … Beauty is an immense 
predilection, a perfect conviction of the desirability of a certain thing. 
(WB 242–43) 

Wilson claims that this formulation could have come from Yeats or even Walter 
Pater,<?> a far cry from T. E. Hulme’s classicism with which Lewis is usually 
associated.<?> But Wilson makes an interesting distinction here: Hulme’s new 
classicism never fully materialised, at least not in the way we like to think of 
it. All that happened was that the “emotional romanticism” of the eighteenth 
century gave way to the “intellectual romanticism” of Proust, Ulysses, The 
Waste Land, or Musil’s Man Without Qualities (ES 91). Only the likes of H. G. 
Wells and G. K. Chesterton truly dispensed with romantic idealism by turning 
squarely back to human reality, immersing themselves in socialism or religion. 
Wilson says Lewis glimpsed another vision, a third way, in which the ideal 
beauty of the Romantics could be achieved not by “flying up into the eternal 
gases” (Hulme 120), but through a cold, precise, intellectual art, gleaming like 
the snows of the Himalayas—a painter’s “heaven of exterior forms,” in Lewis’s 
words (TWM 443). This does not sound like much of an existential defect; 
in fact, it is rather close to the worldview of Bernard Shaw—a Wilsonian 
hero—who rejected romantic idealism in favour of a discriminating idealism. 
Discriminating idealism is just what Wilson perceives in Lewis’s paintings; their 
determined clarity, their quality of precision and coolness is said to remind one 
of Blake or, indeed, Shaw’s plays.

Painter versus Writer

Thus, in Wilson’s account, a distinction develops between Lewis the painter, 
who remains alive and fresh, and Lewis the writer, who was always somehow 
stillborn. Wilson contends that Lewis’s effortless mastery as a painter failed to 
translate into prose for one key reason: painting can survive a lack of purpose, 
it deals in visual effects and can still be great even if the worldview of its creator 
is ambiguous (ES 91). Writing, however, deals with ideas and cannot survive 
the same ambiguity. Prose must have a positive impetus, a self-image, and a 
purpose; satire alone is not enough. Lewis may have painted like that other great 
outsider, William Blake, but he is said to write with the technique of a Daumier. 
Wilson feels this is a negative trait and that Lewis places himself above his 
characters for the sake of lacerating them—only in 1937’s The Revenge for Love 
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does one sense any sympathy between Lewis and his protagonist. So, where 
War and Peace feels bigger than Tolstoy personally, in The Apes of God, we are 
never allowed to forget for one second that Lewis is holding the brush and 
pulling the strings of his puppets. The impression of extreme slowness in that 
book derives from such careful brushwork, but—as Anthony Burgess points 
out—we should be looking at the results of this virtuosity, not being asked to 
admire the process (Urgent Copy 97). Satire should, pardon the pun, be Swift. 

Burgess rightly reasoned that writers without painting talent produce the 
best word pictures; they learn the trick of taking a quick photograph while time 
is off its guard (Urgent Copy 98). Joyce’s precise technique of photographing 
his characters through words, for example, makes the reader blend with his 
descriptions, whereas Lewis constantly interjects himself as though trying to 
dazzle the reader with verbal brilliance, never allowing the object to appear in its 
own right. For Wilson, this creates a contradiction between Lewis’s impressive, 
even “monumental,” technique and his “basically trivial … rather vague, boring” 
characters (ES 99). Taking The Childermass as an example, he proclaims that 
Satters and Pullman are so “inconsequential” that they “destroy the effect of 
their setting; it is as if a painter created a magnificent, weird landscape, then 
peopled it with Mickey Mouses and Donald Ducks” (ES 99–100).

This same miscalculation of effect was also picked up on by Burgess, who 
observed that the object of Lewis’s satire was often insufficient for the massive 
apparatus that he set into motion for its devastation; take, for example, the 
dabblers, dilettantes, and racketeers of the late-1920s London art world, the 
targets of The Apes of God, most of whom are now forgotten (Urgent Copy 98). 
Even Eliot said Lewis often squandered his genius for invective upon objects 
that “seem unworthy of his artillery” to everyone but himself, squandering his 
talent in “howitzers against card houses” (461). This metaphorical reference to 
Lewis’s service with the Royal Garrison Artillery during World War I emphasises 
Eliot’s implication that Lewis was insular and perhaps delusional in his satirical 
obsessions, that his hatreds were a part of him because he understood nothing 
of what went on outside his own mind. Lawrence Durrell made a similar claim, 
namely that while The Apes of God makes for good satire, it is “somehow not 
on the ‘universal’ plane… it sinks under the weight of its own spleen” (qtd. 
in Meyers 182). Taken together, these critiques of Lewis’s novelistic method 
amount to a more serious charge than that he misguidedly wasted his talent 
on overly topical targets: as Geoffrey Wagner says, universality is “not only a 
question of subject matter”; it is a matter of the “creator’s state of mind” (254).

Lewis’s False View of Art?

On this point, Wilson concludes that the “miscalculations of effect” in 
Lewis’s writings, noted by these various critics, all stem from his solipsistic, 
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fundamentally flawed view of art; a view encapsulated by the following quote 
from Blast 2: “There is Yourself: and there is the Exterior World, that fat mass 
you browse on. / You knead it into an amorphous imitation of yourself inside 
yourself ” (91). Here, Lewis is saying that the artist takes material from the 
exterior world, mentally digests it, and recreates the exterior world in his own 
image. The self that emerges in the resultant work of art reflects the artist’s 
unique way of seeing reality. But in creating this image, the artist also, in a 
sense, creates himself—as Shaw’s He-Ancient says in Back to Methuselah: “You 
can create nothing but yourself ” (246). But Wilson insists this is only the first 
step: Tolstoy’s or Shakespeare’s greatness depended on them not kneading the 
world in their image but ultimately trying to get rid of ‘themselves’ from their 
work, becoming more like a mirror or a magnifying glass. The novelist’s aim is 
not only to create himself, to grasp his own purpose, but to enable the reader to 
understand himself and grasp his purpose too. Therefore, when a great author 
has achieved a clear self-image, he may prefer to keep it carefully out of his 
work: Flaubert’s image is nowhere present in Madame Bovary, for example, 
but Madame Bovary could not have been created by a man without a powerful 
self-image. 

Joyce presents an interesting comparison here to Lewis: he created a clear 
self-image, but after Ulysses, neglected to develop a direction, or rather, chose 
a direction that turned back on itself. And so, Wilson says, his last book, 
Finnegan’s Wake, ended as little more than an “interesting rag-bag of linguistic 
experiments” (Craft of the Novel 132). The issue is that Joyce, like Lewis, had 
only one basic theme: himself. Or, to put it more charitably, the conflict between 
the artist-intellectual and materialistic society. Wilson speculates whether the 
character of the struggling painter in The Revenge for Love, Victor Stamp, is a 
partial admission by Lewis of this “parochial” defect (ES 101). In desperation, 
Victor decides to forego his usual mannerisms and paint something which 
would remind him least of Victor Stamp. It still does not sell, because it is old-
fashioned. But old- or new-fashioned, Victor never attempts to say anything; 
he—like Lewis—fails to recognise that the novel is not self-expression but a 
reaching out towards reality.

We must pause briefly to register the objection that has doubtless sprung to 
mind, namely that Lewis did know that the root of great art is the impersonal 
and the objective; he championed the detached observer, and his “philosophy 
of the eye” attached itself to the “concrete and radiant” nature of a shared 
common-sense reality as against the “abstraction and darkness” (TWM 418) 
of “psychological interiors” (Stearns 344). He explicitly attacks solipsism 
in The Art of Being Ruled, writing that “ideas of beauty, of a god, or of love, 
depend severally on separation and differentiation” and likens Freudian self-
absorption to the foolishness of “the savage [who] ate his god to procure 
divinity for himself ” (227). By 1952’s The Writer and the Absolute, Lewis even 
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bemusedly found himself to be “at last” on the “side of the majority” in rejecting 
the nihilism of Existential thinkers who vainly cut themselves off from the 
phenomenal world and “[flung] themselves to the floor” to contemplate their 
“echoless vacuity” (126). Yet we may argue that the clearest contradiction to 
Wilson’s interpretation is to be found in Lewis’s letters, where he opposes the 
“crushing of the notion of the subject” (155) and unequivocally states a belief 
in a sense of objective value which sees “the answer is there all the time; we 
‘discover’ it” (378). 

Wilson is, however, too perceptive a critic not to have anticipated this 
response; he explains the above as merely demonstrating Lewis’s “Platonic 
sense of reality” (ES 102). This interpretation is the string with which he binds 
together his varying conclusions regarding Lewis’s merits and defects. On the 
one hand, Lewis’s belief in a world of timeless ideals makes him an excellent 
critic of modern society, especially of the philosophies of time in Spengler and 
Marx, and in his merciless dismantling of imperfect idealisms—Lawrence, 
Hemingway, Orwell, Sartre, Malraux—in short, any kind of romanticism that 
is the opposite of the real. Yet, on the other hand, Lewis’s Platonic nature is said 
to lead him into an artistic pessimism, a sense that the real world is corrupt and 
messy—a “feverish chaos” (ABR 337)—and the artist must remain true to his 
ideal world. 

Such is the central contention of Wilson’s existential criticism of Lewis: 
Lewis remains a naive romantic, one who would like to shatter the world to 
pieces and “rebuild it nearer to the heart’s desire,” but, since this cannot be 
done—except in imagination—he “gloomily contemplates the mess” and 
occasionally “works up the energy to denounce it” (ES 102). As a painter, Lewis 
may have stumbled on Shaw’s trick of uniting the irreconcilable opposites of 
romanticism and anti-romanticism (this is especially evident in Lewis’s late-
career paintings, such as 1942’s Homage to Etty, where the bathers were initially 
sketched as mechanistic figures, onto which Lewis grafted his newly flowing 
‘super-naturalist’ lines). But as a writer, Wilson argues, Lewis’s Platonism led 
him into a “life-denying pessimism,” and he spent more energy denouncing the 
world than expressing with discriminating idealism that “perfect conviction 
of the desirability of a certain thing” (ES 102). As if unfavourably comparing 
Lewis to Shaw wasn’t enough, Wilson concludes by noting how much he has 
in common with George Orwell. Both are said to be tough-minded and honest 
cultural critics, but who wrote “hysterical” and “bad” novels because of this 
same artistic pessimism, a pessimism out of which “no vital creation can 
spring” (ES 103). 

With self-destructive determination, Wilson summates, Lewis persisted in 
trying to create a prose equivalent of Cubist painting, complete with its aesthetic 
theory and Platonic metaphysics. His conclusion accords with Burgess’s belief 
that if Lewis had not been so good a painter, he would not have formulated the 
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literary theory he did. The theory came first, the books after, and that, Burgess 
says, “is where the trouble starts” (Urgent Copy 96). Painting is, of course, spatial: 
emptiness is filled with solid objects that the observer instantaneously views. 
But the art of the novel is temporal, as is the art of music. Prose needs pacing, 
and pictorialism in fiction suppresses the narrative flow. Wilson feels that Lewis 
tacitly admits this in one of his final books, 1954’s The Demon of Progress in the 
Arts. There, Lewis claims that he almost—almost—became a victim of artistic 
extremism at the outset of his career. Fortunately, Lewis reflects, “the disease did 
not have time to mature with me,” and he claims that the intervention of another 
scourge—namely, war—saved him from the irrational attempt to transmute the 
art of painting into music, to “substitute for the most naturally concrete of the 
arts the most inevitably abstract” (DPA 3). But why, Wilson asks, this reference 
to music? No one was ever less musical than Lewis. It seems he was about to say 
“into prose” but stopped himself. For that would not have been true. The fact is, 
Wilson contends, Lewis did not escape the disease; he did try to transmute the 
concrete art of painting into a time medium, into prose. When he realised the 
impossibility of this, it was too late. Alas, Wilson’s final judgement is that Lewis 
was less the ;enemy of the stars’ than of himself (ES 104).

Conclusion

Such an atypical interpretation of Lewis is highly contentious, but even if 
one disagrees with Wilson’s answers, his essay leaves us with better questions 
than we arrived with—surely the true mark of literary criticism. He intended 
for the piece to be “the kind of thing I would want to read if I was curious about 
Lewis” (ES 10), and on this count, he has succeeded. It is a shame, however, 
that the essay doesn’t focus more on the sympathies between Lewisian and 
Wilsonian themes. Lewis’s critique of Existentialism—especially The Writer 
and the Absolute’s observation that “Sartre’s novels are jokes about Freedom” 
(26)—is the perfect foil for Wilson’s ‘New Existentialism’, which Wilson 
considered a corrective against Absurdism. Both writers also have a refreshingly 
intuitive approach to literary criticism, finding similar flaws, for example, in 
Hemingway’s characters. Wilson says they know who they are, not what they 
want to become, just as Lewis writes, “they are invariably the kind of people to 
whom things are done, who are the passive (and rather puzzled) guinea-pig 
type—as remote as it is possible to be… from Nietzsche’s ‘super’ type” (WA 
86).<?> Lewis, however, believes this is not a shortcoming in a work of art, it 
“defines it merely,” meaning “the work in question is classifiable as lyrical.” 
To put this another way, Lewis allows a novel to be superior from a literary 
standpoint, even if it is existentially lacking.<?> In the final analysis, Wilson does 
not afford Lewis the same generosity.
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The new avenues of thought opened by this essay make it a double pity 
that ‘Outsider’ and ‘Enemy’ never met, especially given that they once lived 
just a few hundred yards from each other. One senses that they had more in 
common than this essay suggests and could have found common ground over 
their similar exclusion by the establishment. But in place of critical honour, 
both had the outside. Tales of Lewis’s London flat, crammed with paintings 
and drafts, and of Wilson’s hermitage in Cornwall, with its rooms and sheds 
bulging with thirty thousand books, serve as testaments to the last literates of 
a postliterate age—two writers who removed themselves from the crowd, not 
in a snobbish withdrawal, but, as Lewis put it, “a going aside for the purpose of 
work” (ABR 373). When F. R. Leavis derided the Sitwells as belonging to the 
“history of publicity” (73), not the history of literature, we may conclude that 
no two writers embodied the reverse equation more than Colin Wilson and 
Wyndham Lewis.
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Endnotes

1	 Edith Sitwell described The Outsider as “astonishing” and predicted that Wilson would be “a 
truly great writer”; Cyril Connolly, writing in the Sunday Times, deemed it “extraordinary” 
and “one of the most remarkable first books I have read for a long time,” while Philip 
Toynbee, in the Observer, referred to it as “luminously intelligent” (qtd. in Ritchie). 

2	 Existentially Speaking was the seventh volume in the I. O. Evans Studies in the Philosophy 
and Criticism of Literature series. It is hereafter referred to in this essay as ES. 

3	 Frye memorably characterised Lewis’s 1930 novel The Apes of God as resembling a “Cartesian 
ghost caught in its own machine, trying to break out of a closed circle of parody” (80). 
Spender, meanwhile, critiqued Lewis’s ‘external’ approach as inherently solipsistic, writing 
in The Destructive Element that “. . . by imposing an external order on internal disorder, by 
ruggedly insisting on and accepting only the outsides of things, [Lewis] does not improve 
matters. [He] merely shouts and grows angry with anyone who has a point of view different 
from [his] own. For another point of view is sure to seem visceral, internal, decadent” (214). 

4	 Wilson implies that Lewis’s early works, such as BLAST and his 1910s self-portraits, almost 
too effectively established his public persona as the defiantly avant-garde ‘Misunderstood 
Artist’. He notes, as an example, how Enemy of the Stars contains all the elements that were 
to stifle the later Lewis: the ‘vorticist’ verbal techniques, the obsession with the Artist (with 
a capital A), the “touch of paranoia”, the “self-righteous hatred of ‘philistines’”, and the 
tendency to work in terms of “simple dichotomies” (ES 95).

5	 Spender reasons that Lewis’s “insistence on the external,” taken into the world of politics, 
essentially approximates to Fascism: “it is saying that we must suppress the effeminate, 
dark members of our society (the Jews), we must arrange our façade to look as well as 
possible, to appeal to the eye (the private armies), we must drive the symptoms of 
decadence underground.” He concludes it is therefore “not surprising” that when Lewis 
went to Germany, shortly before the Nazi revolution, he was “deeply impressed by the Hitler 
movement” and found “much to admire in its attack on the fashionable decadence of the 
West End of Berlin” (214).

6	 Wilson here associates Lewis with a figure whom Lewis himself criticised for his 
romanticism: Walter Pater is described in Men without Art as a “patentee of art-for-art’s-
sake,” a “parasitic litterateur” and “promoter of unreal values” who brought into “disrepute 
the crafts he swooned over” (225).

7	 See, for instance, Henry Mead’s T. E. Hulme and the Ideological Politics of Early Modernism, 
or the subchapter “Modernist Idealism” in Honeywell’s A British Anarchist Tradition: 
Herbert Read, Alex Comfort and Colin Ward.

8	 Lewis had earlier touched on the theme of Hemingway’s heroes belonging to the ranks 
of “those to whom things happen” in Men without Art, stating: “Hemingway’s books  .  .  . 





	

Wyndham Lewis's 'most active collegue': 
William Harcourt's 1917 Diary

Jim Beach and Rod Rosenquist

Note on the text: 
Throughout Wyndham Lewis’s military service on the Western Front, 
one of his close colleagues, William Harcourt, kept a detailed daily 
diary. This article reproduces its text from late May to late October 
1917 with explanatory notes.  Having been in family possession until 
its recent archival deposit, Harcourt’s contemporaneously recorded 
testimony offers an important counterpoise to the recollections 
that can be found in Lewis’s Blasting and Bombardiering (1937). Its 
publication therefore provides Lewis scholars with a valuable resource 
that may be useful in reexploring the wartime experiences that were so 
influential upon his art and writing.

JWLS Editors’ note: To preserve the authenticity of the experiences 
Harcourt relates, we have sought to reproduce Harcourt’s diary as it 
appeared. Spelling and grammatical errors have been left  uncorrected. 
For ease of reading, we have kept to an ‘endnotes’ (rather than ‘in text’ 
and ‘endnotes’) citation format for this piece. 

In late September 1917, Wyndham Lewis wrote to Ezra Pound from the Ypres 
battlefield telling him that “an open rupture has occurred with my most 
active colleague. We sit dead opposite each other in the Mess, and henceforth 

do not exchange conversation, or extend to each other the usual courtesies.”1 
That officer was William Harcourt.2 In his mid-twenties during the First World 
War, he came from a Birmingham family that had migrated to South Africa in 
the 1870s. An engineer’s surveyor in Cape Town before enlisting in the South 
African artillery in August 1915, Harcourt was deployed to France eight months 
later and served on the Somme. In November, he went to England for officer 
training and joined 330 Siege Battery, three weeks after Lewis, in February 1917.3 
Most significantly for Lewis scholars, Harcourt kept a diary across his military 
service. In family possession until very recently, it has now been deposited in 
the National Army Museum in London.4 For 1917 it provides a much richer 
chronicle of the battery’s activities than their official war diary.5 It also reveals, in 
some detail, the daily life of a Royal Garrison Artillery subaltern on the Western 
Front. Harcourt thereby provides an eyewitness account of Wyndham Lewis’s 
period of active service on the Western Front, which is reproduced here, with 
supporting contextual references, so scholars may draw upon its contents.

      63
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The diary provides an important counterpart to Lewis’s own account of his 
war experience made public in Blasting and Bombardiering (1937). Whereas 
Lewis was writing as a celebrated author and artist of some public renown, 
picking out those highlights relevant to his autobiography, Harcourt’s diary 
is unvarnished and not intended for public consumption.  Harcourt is also 
naturally writing from experiences still very much evolving, charting the 
sometimes mundane and sometimes raw and visceral life he shared with Lewis 
in the battery positions and observation posts just behind the lines.  Lewis 
had very different intentions in his autobiography, which he described in his 
introduction as “‘a good-bye to all that’ sort of a book.”  He further seeks to 
clarify how it is different from Robert Graves’s war memoir:  

It is not “Farewell and be damned to you”: there is nothing emotional 
about it.  Rather it is a trip to a stricken area. A spot of tidying up 
had to be effected. It was an area of my past which requires a little 
retrospective attention.6

Lewis’s book is thus written from a distant vantage point, already referencing 
the next war to come, often looking back on his experiences as part of his career. 
And while it may be targeting a typically modernist unemotional detachment, 
it also seeks to chart, as one of the chapters is called, “The Romance of War” 
rather than the realist portrayal that Harcourt here provides.  Lewis is not the 
star of Harcourt’s diary, naturally; the artist comes and goes in these pages 
carrying out the same kind of tasks as Harcourt. Thus, the value of this diary 
is to sketch in the details of that shared experience from a very different 
perspective, providing a contrasting portrait of Lewis the soldier and the 
variety of activities he shared with Harcourt. The diary, hitherto unaccounted 
for in Lewis scholarship, recounts real danger and loss of life to colleagues 
Harcourt and Lewis knew well; it reveals moments of tension between the two 
and other moments of conflict. But it also describes ordinary details about the 
weather, trips to villages in a sidecar to alleviate boredom, the sight of leaves on 
trees after months spent in the waste lands. Unlike Blasting and Bombardiering, 
which takes as its subject all the most revolutionary moments of this section of 
his life, Harcourt’s diary begins and ends with quiet moments—from “quite a 
good crossing” of the Channel on 23 May to “Had a quiet day” on 25 October—
which Lewis would also have known.

Editorially, text relating to Harcourt’s personal life has been removed, such 
as chance meetings with fellow South Africans, locations previously occupied 
by his old unit, and the writing and receiving of letters to specific friends and 
family. His sometimes idiosyncratic spelling of place names has been silently 
corrected, along with frequent phonetic misspelling of common words.  If an 
individual has no supporting endnote, it is because it has not been possible to 
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positively identify them. Similarly, where military units are left unannotated, it 
is because a war diary or similar contextual source could not be found.7

***
23 May.  We made quite a good crossing and arrived at Le Havre about 3.35 am.  
Had wash and shave about 4.30 am.  Breakfast 5.30.  Disembarked 8 am.  Fell in 
on markers on quay and moved off for No.2 Rest camp about 9 am.  It was very 
hot and rather a tiring march.  After getting our quarters spent time to lunch 
looking for baggage and getting settled down […] After lunch we went down 
town and walked about, had tea and came back about 6 pm.  Drew rations.  
Had dinner and censored letters.  Rained hard about 10 pm.

24 May.  After breakfast buzzed around Camp Office making enquiries about 
accommodation for main body, passes for Sergeants etc. Twice I was called to 
office to answer enquiries about our guns.  Later in afternoon went down town 
and […] and spent quite a pleasant afternoon.

25 May.  The main body [of the battery] arrived early in [the] morning.  I took 
on Orderly Officer and remained in Camp all day spending the time reading 
and learning French.8  Very hot.

26 May.  Exceptionally hot.  Spent the morning censoring letters.  After lunch 
went down to Boulevard de Maritime with Ikin, had a dip at the Cassion 
bathing place, tea at the Leogoise tea rooms, strolled about the district a little, 
sat on the beach watching the bathing, and then to the Officers’ club behind the 
Hotel de Ville where we sat in the shade of the trees for a while to cool down.9  
Back to camp for dinner.  Altogether a very pleasant afternoon.

27 May.  A little cooler and later on a thunderstorm cooled the atmosphere.  
Spent morning censoring letters.  Quite a pleasant form of amusement […] 
Whiled the afternoon away by yapping and reading.  Le Petit Captain (Clarkson) 
came in to tent for a gossip.  After tea Ikin, Clarkson & I took a walk down 
town, but the rain put an end to our tour, so we went to the Officers’ Club, 
smoked a pipe and returned.10  Supper, a yap, a read and bed.

28 May.  Took the battery for a route march down town, but what would have 
been an interesting march for the men was spoiled by a constant drizzle.  Rained 
heavily all afternoon so remained in tent and read.  Have to take a fatigue party 
of 150 […] Notice that our guns and transport might arrive tomorrow was also 
received.  Riotous scenes were going on in the mess after dinner and gave the 
promise of a very wet night, but I left them to it and turned in.
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29 May.  Got up at 5.15 am, marched off 6.30 am, started work about 7.30.  The 
job was loading into barges and unloading […] empty shell cases and expended 
cartridge cases sorting out bullets, fuze caps […] and every description of salvage 
from the front.  Quite an education and an insight into another small side line 
of the organization of this stupendous war.  It was a very hard day from 7.30 am 
until 5.30 pm with only one break for dinner.  It has been very hot and oppressive.  
The guns did not arrive – only the transport.  This is no small item 27 lorries and 
four caterpillars also (most important) our motor bicycles.  Turned in early.

30 May.  Censored a few letters and then went to see about the motor bicycles.  
They were being cleaned but we obtained them eventually and had quite a good 
ride round, but owing to bikes not having broad arrow painted on them we 
could not go down Town.  In afternoon we got broad arrow painted on and Ikin 
& I went off down Town.  I managed to knock down a little boy who dodged 
right across in front of me on a bicycle.  Neither of us were hurt but I buckled 
his wheel badly for him.  A big crowd quickly gathered and my name was taken 
by a gendarme.  After that went along to Boulevard de Maritime up the hill 
and about 6 miles through some beautiful country.  Came back; tea at Officers’ 
Club, and then back to camp.  In meantime orders had been received that were 
to hand in all our stores which we had drawn in England, into Ordnance here.  
What they are going to do with us nobody knows.  Lewis had gone down to 
the stores with the lorries, so Ikin and I went to see him and gave him keys of 
boxes.  Thence back to camp.

31 May.  Censored letters all morning.  Went for another joy [ride] with 
Underhill through Harfleur and Octeville until we came to one of the barriers 
and had to turn back.11  On the way back we had a pipe beside a peaceful and 
shady stream.  Weather still continues very hot.

1 June.  Got side cars out in afternoon.  First of all took Quarter Master down to 
Docks in side car, then with my man Thomas in the side car and Underhill on 
solo went down Town.  Whilst Thomas looked after the bikes we had a dip in 
the Briny. After tea in the Leogoise we toured the country, during the course of 
which I lost Underhill.  Returned about 7 o’clock.  Went out again immediately 
and returned about 8.

2 June.  Again got side cars out but took Underhill’s man […] out this time.  The 
weather was a bit dull and the tide far out so did not bathe but went joy riding 
around the country instead.

3 June.  Had a quiet morning censoring letters.  In afternoon Ikin & I drove 
down to Town in side car.  Left it at Officers’ Club and went for a dip.  The tide 
was out but the water was smooth and warm.  Quite enjoyed it […] After swim 
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and a very nice tea at the Leogoise walked into town and had an iced drink […] 
Then back to Officers’ Club for bike.  On arrival at Camp at 7.30 was greeted 
with the news that we were moving off at 9 o’clock.  Had dinner, packed up.  Fell 
in 8.45.  Marched off at 9 making quite a presentable show with a full battery.  
Marched down to Gare Maritime.  Entrained at 10 pm.  Four of us were in 1st 
Class carriage.

4 June.  Train moved off about 1.45 am and we were told we were going to the 
[Second] Army.  Had very little sleep.  Arrived at Rouen 5.45.  Went with Capt 
Fenner etc. to the Hotel Grand Paris where we had a wash, shave and breakfast.12  
After breakfast had a look at Cathedral with Underhill.  All assembled at station 
at 9.30 and were instructed to entrain at 2.45 pm for Abeele.  This means that 
we are going to my pet aversion, [the] Ypres Salient.  Went [for a] walk with 
Ikin round Town, and we were shown over the Cathedral and went right to 
the top of the spire about 600’ high.  Rather a waste of energy but the view was 
superb.  At 11 o’clock relieved Lewis at the rest camp for 2 hours.  Had dinner 
with Ikin at Officers’ Club.  Visited Cox’s and returned to station.13  Very hot 
and dusty.  Moved off about 4 pm.

5 June.  Had the usual slow monotonous train journey (There were over 50 
coaches on the train).  Had a good night’s rest and woke up at Étaples.  Managed 
to get a shave and rough wash with aid of water bottle and sponge.  Moved 
off about 8 and went via Boulogne, Calais and Hazebrouck […] Arrived at 
Abeele about 6 pm and then waited until about 8 pm for instructions during 
which time I wrote up my diary.  Eventually we received instructions to move 
up to Headquarters of Group 69 near La Clytte.  Whilst awaiting arrival of 
lorries to convey battery we had dinner in a café.  Moved up by lorries and were 
temporarily quartered at Headquarters farm for the night.  I slept in the mess.  
There was an intense bombardment on which has apparently been going ahead 
for a week.  We learned that we were going to be split up for a few days until 
the push to strengthen batteries and after push should probably come together 
again and take over captured German guns.

6 June.  Extremely hot.  Great deal of waiting and hanging about.  Eventually 
we were split up all over the batteries in the group.  Captain Fenner, myself 
and 25 men went to 291 Siege Battery (6” Howitzers) where there had been 
three officer casualties in ten days.14  Marched off under a guide and arrived at 
battery (to right of Dickenbusch Road) about 1 pm […] Officers are […] very 
decent fellows.  The battery was in full swing when we arrived there on counter 
battery work.15  I was billeted in an old mill about ¾ of a mile away.  After 
dinner we received instructions that the attack started at 3.10 am tomorrow.  
Had a little sleep in the mess between 12 and 2.30 am.
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After several days of bombardment, the British infantry attacked and captured 
the Messines Ridge.

7 June.  About 3.7 the intense strafe started and the din was many times greater 
than the Somme.  Exactly at 15 seconds before 3.10 the huge mines under the 
whole of Hill 60 and other parts were blown.  The earth shook like an earthquake 
and the spectacle was grand.  From the top of the B[attery] C[ommander]’s 
dug-out thousands of flashes of guns could be seen in the half light before 
dawn.   About 5 o’clock I went over to the mill for a shave.  After breakfast 
there was very little doing of an exciting nature.  At 3.50 in the afternoon there 
was another push.  Our infantry took the whole of the Wyschaete – Messines 
Ridge advancing about 250 yards beyond these points.  In evening moved my 
quarters down from the mill to the Battery.  A kite balloon moved up quite near 
to the Battery so we got them to range us on a point.  I was on duty all night.

8 June.  Got two calls during the night so managed to get a few hours’ sleep.  
Went to bed again after breakfast and got a few hours rest until 12 o’clock.  Did 
two more balloon shoots in afternoon.  Capt Pierce, the permanent O[fficer] 
C[ommanding] of this […] Battery arrived in afternoon as Major Fenner goes 
back to Group tomorrow.16  Sat up late in the mess.  

9 June.  Did another shoot with the balloon in morning.  After tea in afternoon 
went [up] in the balloon (No.22).  We went up 4200’ and had a splendid view 
of the enemy territory, but the visibility got very bad in the distance.  Tried to 
range a battery, but owing to poor visibility had to give it up.  Stayed up about 
two hours.  When I arrived back I found Lewis here.  He is with 224 Battery 
about 5’ walk from here.17  We pressed him to stay for dinner.  Two of the Kite 
Balloon fellows also turned up for dinner.  After they had left, Major Fenner, 
the Adjutant (Byron) and Doctor turned up and there were lively times.18  They 
left about 12 mid[night].  

10 June.  Had a quiet time censoring letters etc. in the morning.  Did one shoot.  
In afternoon went over to see Ikin in 218 Battery which is only about 7 minutes’ 
walk from our position.19 Received my first batch of letters today […]

11 June.  Went down to Bailleul in morning in car.  Whilst wandering about 
making purchases ran up against Ikin who had biked in.  We had lunch at the 
Officers’ Club.  I then had a haircut (close crop) […] After dinner went to Abeele 
– taking Ikin with me – to get the battery money from Field Cashier.  Arrived 
back about 6 o’clock […] Balloon fellows came over for a farewell evening, as 
they go tomorrow up North.  Everybody who is anybody seems to be going up 
North, where the next push is coming off.  It is like a rush to some sea side resort.



	 Harcourt's 1917 Diary      69

12 June.  Underhill blew in last night having been attached [to] this battery 
as his has gone North.  In morning Underhill & I went to have a look at the 
captured ground, taking Sgt Towers & Cpl Beech with us.  We wandered about 
a little and eventually made an inspection of the concrete dug outs […]  The 
effect of our shell fire so marvellous.  Up as far as the Bosch third line the 
trenches are absolutely wiped out except in small patches, there is scarcely a 
couple of inches between the shell holes.  It was a very long walk and frightfully 
hot, so was very glad to get back.  After lunch had a shower and changed into 
airy clothing.  Had a quiet time in the mess as two or three were out visiting.  
Did some night firing.

13 June.  Very hot. Wrote letters all morning […] Read all afternoon.  Did some 
firing in evening.

14 June.  Received instructions to move forward to Beggars Rest Farm near 
the Brasserie on the Vierestraat – Ypres Rd, but we are to keep in action for a 
little stunt at 7.30.  Went to Poperinghe in car this morning to get some stuff 
for Mess.  Started loading up lorries in afternoon.  After dinner went to new 
position in side car and superintended offloading of lorries until 4 am when we 
all turned in.

15 June.  Slept until 8.30 am on a stretcher in open.  At this time the sun got too 
hot to sleep longer.  After breakfast chased all round country for camouflage 
and other material.  Managed (legitimately and otherwise) to earmark quite a 
quantity of useful stuff.  Afternoon offloaded more lorries then took a couple 
up with me and picked up material I had earmarked.  Whilst unloading this 
had news that I had to return to HQ, as 330 was being reformed.  Stayed for 
dinner and helped pull in a gun […] To HQ where I arrived about 11 pm.  Saw 
Byron (Adjutant) and he told me that I had to go to the old farm which they 
had just vacated, so after a chat walked on there.  It was a wild night as the 
Bosche was counter-attacking and quite a quantity of stuff was flying about.  
Found Clarkson & Ikin at Farm and I turned in.

16 June.  Find we are reformed to carry out fatigues.  Ikin with a party was 
engaged shifting Corps HQ.  I went round trying to make arrangements for 
material etc. We have no transport whatever, so had to walk to HQ.  From 
there had to go to Leottish Wood for indents.20  Managed to borrow a horse for 
this purpose.  Had quite a time with the old horse: managed alright when he 
galloped or walked but could not manage the trot.  However got there and back 
without mishap.  Remainder of evening read and wrote.  Wrote to Bulner & Co. 
for gramophone.  One of the hottest days I have known this year.  Saw one of 
our Kite Balloons come down in flames the men jumped out in parachutes, but 
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the burning balloon caught these and burned them.  Turned in about 10.30.  
Just as I got into bed a message came from Group that a lorry was coming down 
to take 1 Officer & 20 men to battery position East of Ypres to fill in shell holes 
to enable 197 [Siege Battery] to pull out.21  Protested strongly but Colonel said 
it simply had to be done.  So accordingly got dressed.  The message was delayed 
in transit.  We should have left here at 8.30 pm.  As it is we left at 11.40 pm and 
it starts to get light at 2 o’clock.

17 June.  Made slow progress there owing to bad roads and frequent blocks in 
the traffic, which on these roads at night extends for miles in both directions, 
and string of traffic coming from a cross road will hold miles of traffic up for an 
hour of more.  London roads are child’s play to these at night.  We eventually 
arrived at that dreaded Shrapnel Corner and went round to the right to get on 
the Zillebeke road.  We were stopped by a Mounted Military Policeman who 
stated that it was impossible to get down as the road was all cut up by shell fire 
and trees were down across it.22  However, we did not like arguing the point 
at Shrapnel Corner so decided to try it.  Returning horsemen told us that we 
were b[lood]y lunatics if we attempted to get down.  We eventually decided on 
accumulative evidence that there must be something in it and turned back.  We 
got caught in a traffic block right at the corner (Dead horses and other things 
are lying all about the place here).  Whilst waiting two H[igh] E[xplosive] shells 
arrived.  One of my men in the lorry received a slight wound on the shoulder 
(Groves his name).  I don’t know what damage was done to the column behind 
as we moved on then.  When we arrived at a place where the lorries could get 
out of the column to the side I got the men out and set out to find the place 
on foot.  This was at 1.30 am.  There was no guide and pitch dark.  The result 
was in trying to strike a track which should have taken us straight there I got 
on the wrong one, and came across a battery which had just been strafed with 
11” but it was not the one that I was looking for, as it was getting on for two 
o’clock I returned to the lorry and made our way back arriving at the farm about 
3.14, almost daylight.  Got up 9.30 had breakfast and went out on lorry to get 
some material from Busseboom.  Also went on to Poperinghe for some stuff for 
the mess.  Returned about 2.30. Had lunch and slept until tea time.  After tea 
censored letters and did some rifle shooting on small range near farm.

18 June.  Rained a good deal.  Nothing doing at all.  Spent day indoors, reading, 
writing & censoring […]

19 June.  Same as yesterday.  Fired 50 rounds on rifle range in afternoon.  After 
tea walked to Reninghelst with Clarkson and obtained a paper and Fragments 
from France with which I decorated the mess.23
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20 June.  Walked up to Group with Clarkson in morning, but there was no news 
[…]

21 June.  We heard that Lewis who is still with 224 [Siege] Battery has 
gone down with the mumps.  His kit arrived at our farm and included his 
gramophone which we promptly commandeered.  Some machine guns fellows 
from reinforcement camp nearby came over in evening.  Yesterday we did some 
rifle shooting with them and had quite a good time.  Had four rifles and treated 
them as a battery of guns, firing salvoes at tins, etc.  Quite good fun.

22 June.  Paid the men in the morning.  Last two or three days it has been 
raining and a trifle cooler.  Yesterday afternoon Clarkson and I went to Abeele 
by [way of] Lovie to get the pay.  Just as we were going out of Reninghelst 
a couple of shells dropped in the square behind us.  After dinner did some 
revolver practice with the machine gun chaps.  Yesterday we heard that we were 
going to be split up into two sections and bring 8” 4-gun batteries up to six 
gun batteries, but today they are pleased to say that we shall remain as a unit.  
It seems to depend which way the wind blows.  Spent evening in usual way 
talking to machine gun fellows and playing gramophone.  After dinner we had 
a little revolver practice at bottles.

23 June.  Obtained some gloves and had a bit of boxing.  Saw two balloons 
(ours) brought down.  Two others also came down which I did not see.  This 
makes seven of ours in this locality in one week.  Had a kick round with the 
football for short while in afternoon.  M[achine] G[un] C[orps] fellows came 
round as usual in evening.

24 June.  Padre came round in morning and we had a church service, which I 
attended.  Clarkson and I walked up to Group in afternoon.  Had a kick round 
with football in evening.  MGC fellows came round after dinner.  About 10 
o’clock received message that we were to move up North to XV Corps [at] 10 
o’clock tomorrow morning.  Had busy time until about 12 mid[night] making 
arrangements and getting in all outstanding men including Underhill.

25 June.  Got up 6 am and buzzed around getting things packed.  We managed 
to get two lorries for kit etc., and personnel travelled in buses.  Journey was 
very interesting but very dusty.  Passed through Bergues and Dunkirk and 
eventually arrived near a little village called Coxyde near Furnes about 3 miles 
from the sea.  We were allotted tents in a field.  We were told that we were going 
to be put on fatigues again.  This is very disappointing.  It is Ikin’s 23rd birthday 
so drunk his health after dinner.  We have the mess in a tent.
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26 June.  Had to take all the tents down and rearrange the whole camp.  In 
afternoon we went with sergeants in a lorry to have a look at the site for some 
gun pits which we have to dig.  They are about half a mile from the sea and in 
the sand dunes.  We also visited Group Headquarters (32) in Oost Dunkirque.  
We learnt on return that we also had to dig dug outs near this battery position 
for Group.  At dinner we had a big grouse, as we had all just about reached the 
limit of fed-upedness.  As a result Capt Clarkson will probably take steps to 
make the grouse heard by those in authority.

27 June.  Clarkson & Underhill went with working parties in morning to gun 
pits.  Ikin & I went in afternoon.  It was quite interesting work and we very 
nearly finished one pit.

28 June.  Ikin & I went in the early shift.  It was raining when we went but cleared 
up and became very hot.  I practically spent the morning walking about trying 
to get horses for scoops etc., also saw Colonel and received final instruction 
about Group HQ dug outs.  Thunder and heavy rain all evening.

29 June.  Went to the scene of our labours in the afternoon and spent time 
getting up material […]

30 June.  Left with the party in the morning but before leaving had a bit of a 
fight with the A[rmy] S[ervice] C[orps] Adjutant about a lorry.  Anyhow I got 
what I wanted.  Spent the day on the job.  It was raining cold and blowing, but 
as our R[oyal] E[ngineers] officer was superintending the job had very little to 
do.  When it was time to go home the Colonel said he wanted me to walk round 
with him to show me some more positions he wanted dug.  Tramped over the 
sand hills with him for miles.  Visited headquarters and all sorts of other places 
and eventually decided on two positions which we had to dig, and also received 
instructions that the battery would have to move up to the positions tomorrow.

1 July.  Went up to group in the Colonel’s motor car with Clarkson, who went 
with the Colonel whilst I saw about getting some camouflage over to the 8” 
position and looked out dug outs to live in.  After lunch visited both positions 
with Clarkson and had rather an amusing time – but withal rather pathetic 
– breaking the news to an old lady that we were going to put two guns in her 
garden and trying to arrange to purchase the potatoes.  We managed it between 
us Clarkson speaking a little French and I a little Dutch.  We then had tea and 
walked over to Group and back […]

2 July.  Commenced work on the 6” positions in X.5.b and kept hard at it all day.  
During the day I had quite a long conversation with the old farmer in Flemish 
and got on quite well.  It turned out rather hot.
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3 July.  Same thing again.  Whilst on this job there is very little time for anything 
else.  Get back late in evening, censor letters and then too tired for anything else 
except bed.  Visited group in evening to make arrangements about camouflage.

4 July.  Got a G[eneral] S[ervice] wagon down from Group and carted away 
300 kilos of potatoes for which I handed over the sum of 120 francs.  100 
kilos go to the Colonel and 200 to us.  Wasted a lot of time in morning seeing 
about a company of infantry which Group had arranged to assist in our work.  
We eventually got 80 men between the two positions, and they arrived just 
in time to go back to lunch.  However we got a good afternoon’s work out of 
them. Yesterday we received notice that we would shortly be required for work 
elsewhere, so today an R[oyal] M[arine] A[rtillery] officer came to take over 
from me, or rather get acquainted with the job.  In the afternoon the Colonel 
brought a Sapper officer down to assist us.  I suppose we shall have the Chief 
Engineer and G[eneral] O[fficer] C[commanding] next.  Anyhow the job is 
nearly finished now […]

5 July.  Had orders last night to report to the Naval Commander of the long 
range counter-battery group, as we are to get 7.5” guns with fixed mountings off 
ships.24  The job allotted by the Commander was to take up a platform on which 
a 6” naval gun had been mounted some two years ago.  It is less than 1500 yards 
from the front line, and under direct observation from a balloon.  The platform 
consists of 4 iron girders 30’ long, and a bed plate weighing over 3 tons.  There 
are over 300 bolts to be taken out and all rusted in after two years under ground. 
The two side bearers are buried under 14’ of earth which has all to be shifted.  
It is about 3½ miles from here and part of the road is heavily shelled at times.  
We started work at about 10 o’clock.  It was heart breaking work unscrewing 
the rusted bolts.  He had been shelling with some heavy stuff on the sea side 
all morning.  In the afternoon he came within 50 yds of us.  It made it very 
unpleasant as pieces were falling all round.  However we stuck to it.

6 July.  I let the party go on and went to see the Commander (Halahan) to 
report progress and get more spanners etc.25  After getting more tools went 
up in tender with Major Flint of Canadian RE but they were shelling the place 
pretty heavily so he turned back.26  I found my party sheltering under a hedge 
about 200 [yards] from the job as some very heavy stuff was coming over all 
round the job.  This continued until lunch time so I took the men out of it some 
distance back to eat lunch.  After we had eaten lunch things seemed to have 
quietened down, so went back.  Two sergeants and self went down to job to 
reconnoitre and found that four shells had landed within a few yds of the job 
and the rest were scattered around.  We had not been there three minutes when 
he started again with a 4.2” gun and a dud landed within four yds of us, so went 
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back and again waited.  After about ½ [an hour] shells began to land on the 
road about 70 yds to our left.  With shells (big ones too) falling on both sides 
and shrapnel behind our corner became rather unpleasant so decided to retire.  
Skirted the road by a sound track on the right.  But as soon as we joined up with 
the road a shell landed on it about 20 yds away.  But over to the left and entered 
a covered passage called “Boyeau”.  No sooner had we done this than two shells 
pitched just to the right of Boyeau and one right in it.  It seemed as though he 
was following us round and as he had plenty of aeroplanes up it is quite possible 
that he was.  However we managed to get safely away at last.  I went to see the 
Commander and suggested that we do the job at night, so he is sending a lorry 
to meet us at nine o’clock.  Personally I don’t think the platform worth the risk, 
as we are bound to lose somebody doing the job.  Sailed off at 9 o’clock alright 
but unshipped from the lorry at cross roads and avoided the shell swept piece 
of Groendyke road by taking a sand road.

7 July.  Everything went sweet during the night.  Not a shell came over and we 
got on famously.  Returned about 4 am.  Had to get up at 7.30 am as we had to 
shift up to the Naval Quarters.  In the early hours shortly after our return one 
of my party (Gnr McMahon) instead of turning in went out to have a wash and 
was struck by a piece of shell in the neck and killed.27  After lunch had a couple 
of hours sleep and at 8.30 pm set out with my party, a Canadian Corporal 
Happy and some teams of horses to drag the girders out.  We got some shells 
thrown at us during the night but no one was hurt.

8 July.  Got the girders out and dragged them up to Decauville track, but the 
trucks did not turn up so left them there and returned about 4 am.28  Slept until 
11 am.  Censored letters all afternoon.  At 8 pm went down with my party.  
Went on ahead to find and personally guide the trucks down, as they got lost 
last night.  Got loaded up alright but had difficulty getting round corners owing 
to length of beams, but eventually arrived there and unloaded and returned 
back without mishap by 12 midnight.

9 July.  Got up about 10 am.  Censored letters in morning.  Wrote letters […] 
After tea had a walk down to No.2 RMA to settle up about some money he 
lent for buying potatoes.  Ikin turned up for duty during the day.  One of the 
mountings for our guns turned up at 6 pm.  Clarkson went to see it offloaded.  
The Commander and Canadian Major of Engineers (Flint) went down to 
Swiftsure (The name of our battery position from the name of the boat from 
which the guns are to be taken) so I went with them to see how the offloading 
was going on.29  Found they had ditched the tractor rather badly.  Stayed some 
time watching the operations and then came back.  All was quiet then, but later 
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on in the evening our side started a strafe.  Was very late getting to bed owing 
to dealing with a message from Siege Park.

10 July.  A strafe of boche ones and the Hun guns seems to have been going on 
all night.  After dealing with one or two things up here decided to visit our party 
working at Swiftsure.  By this time the Hun fire had increased to something 
really intense.  He was putting it into all the battery positions and along all the 
roads.  Heavy stuff too.  I went along the fields but it was very uncomfortable 
the stuff was dropping everywhere.  The last couple of hundred yards was done 
in a series of short sprints and ducks.  Found the men in the small concrete dug 
out.  Stayed with them until lunch time and then called for two volunteers to 
come back with me to fetch grub for the remainder.  Found two and returned 
with more ducking and dodging.  Back at Group found Hun has been putting 
over some sort of sneezing gas.  Most peculiar & uncomfortable stuff.  In 
afternoon Clarkson went down with Camouflage Officer and Major Flint to 
see about camouflaging the position. They returned in about half an hour.  In 
afternoon shells began to fall in Group HQ so we all retired to dug out FA16.  
More sneezing gas came over in afternoon.  One shell pitched in men’s sleeping 
quarters, which are only constructed of wood and took Gunner Coombe’s right 
leg off.30  He was alive when he left here, but I doubt he will live long.  Went 
out in evening with a party to get on with the dug outs.  We had not been at 
work long when I smelt gas and we had to put on our masks.  Shortly after 
they started an interval fire into our position of HE and gas shell.  The gas 
shells were raining down like a swarm of mosquitos.  I gave the order to scatter, 
and got well down in a ditch. About quarter of an hour afterwards collected 
together again as many as I could and returned by doubling and ducking to 
camp.  A truly awful night, shells falling within two or three yards of us, nearly 
suffocated by trying to double in gas masks.  How we all escaped with our lives 
can only be ascribed to a Divine protection.

To disrupt British preparations for a coastal attack, the Germans successfully 
attacked the British positions around Nieuport.

11 July.  Last night the Hun attacked in force driving back our fellows across the 
Yser Canal.  A very bad piece of business indeed.  In afternoon went out with 
Clarkson to lay out platform for the second gun.  Came back about 5 pm sent a 
party of 40 to work on dug outs.  Had tea and followed out at 6 pm. The fellows 
worked well and we got on well with the dug out place for platform and carried 
two girders down.  Returned about 1.45 am.  The night was fairly quiet, a little 
gas was floating around.
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12 July.  Got up lunch time, and had a fairly quiet day.  Went up to position in 
evening and tried to assemble platform, but the girders were so twisted that by 
1.15 had only half got the first two girders bolted together.  Gave it up then and 
returned.  

13 July.  Quiet morning.  Spent afternoon chasing about in motor car and on 
Shanks’s pony trying to find two trucks of sleepers.31  After tea resumed search 
in lorry.  Found trucks but could not get them offloaded.  At 8.30 gave it up.  
Moved up to position and slept in concrete dug out in cottage, but did not get 
to bed until 1.15 am owing to gun mounting arriving and the tractor carriage 
breaking down just as it turned in from the road.  Our side had a bit of a strafe 
on during the night.

14 July.  Got up 9 am and carried on with dug outs and assembling platforms, 
the latter under guidance of an expert steel worker. Everything went well.  
Forgot to mention before that during my tramp with the Colonel on [30 June], 
one or two stupid remarks I made whilst selecting gun positions must have 
rather impressed him (rather impressible nature I should imagine) and he 
recommended me for second in command of a battery.

15 July.  About 1.30 am we started a bombardment, which with the vibration 
of the air in the dug out from each shot fired, entirely precluded sleep.  About 3 
am he started retaliating about here with very heavy stuff and at 3.30 got right 
on to the cottage.  Tiles, brick ends and mud were flying in all directions, but 
he did not actually score a hit on the concrete.  The servants came in and we 
lit the candle and sat and looked at one another, trying to indulge in forced 
humour, but as soon as the shriek of a shell was heard there was tense silence 
until the debris had fallen and we were satisfied that the dug out was still intact.  
This went on until about 5 am when we had something to eat and turned in.  
Got up about 9.30 and went on with the platform but found that a bag of bolts 
had somehow gone astray so was held up.  Worked on mounting all afternoon 
and tried to haul it all by block and tackle.  Could not move it very far but got 
it ready for caterpillar.  Caterpillar came up in evening and by about 2.30 am 
had got mounting down to platform, after having to jack it up on an average of 
every 10 yards.  Turned in about 3 am.

16 July.  Got up at 9.30 am.  Got two top girders of platform unbolted so that 
they can be sent to heavy ordnance workshops to be straightened.  Laid a 
sleeper road to bring in their mounting tonight.  About 8 pm our side started a 
big strafe.  Another mounting arrived.  Worked on it until 1.00 am and turned 
in leaving Ikin to it.
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17 July.  Got up 8.30 am and got the men on to the dug outs.  Could do very 
little in afternoon owing to hostile aeroplanes.  In evening got mounting jacked 
off wagon and moved to side.  Finished 1.30 am.

18 July.  Got up 10 am got on with dug outs sleeper track, etc. also laid out 
position for third platform which is arriving tonight.  Had no difficulty with 
it.  100 rounds of ammunition also arrived.  Turned in about 11 pm.  The Hun 
strafed the cottage again during the night.

19 July.  Got on with laying platform.  Worked on it throughout day until 1.30 am.

20 July.  Got up about 9 am and went on with platform.  Turned in about 11 pm.

21 July.  Just as I thought I was going to have a quiet night some heavy travelling 
jacks turned up and I had to turn out and offload them.  Finished about 11 pm, 
wrote letters and turned in.

22 July.  Tried to mount the holding down plate and elevating shoe of No.2, 
but found that the bolt holes would not fit the old platforms.  This means that 
new plates will have to be made.  This is good news, as the longer our firing is 
delayed the better for us.  We are only about 1,800 yds from front line, our gun is 
32’ long, and with 26 lbs of cordite our flash will be plainly visible to any casual 
Boche, not taking into account 4 balloons which look right down into us.32  We 
had to take cover during part of the afternoon owing to shellings.  Canadians 
came up in evening to mount pedestal on No.3 gun.  Three times we had to take 
cover owing to 4.2 shells falling in the field in front of us.  The third attempt a 
shell landed 8 yds to the side of mounting and wounded two (Brockwood and 
Goodall) as shells continued to fall all around the place.  I told the men to get 
back the best way they could.  Shelling continued heavily until 11 pm when we 
started a strafe and shot him up.  During day they shelled headquarters where 
a lot of our men are billeted and wounded one of ours (Foy) and several others.  
He also put over some blinding gas and I believe there were 6 or 700 casualties 
in front line.  Sat up until 12.15 waiting for lorry which did not turn up.

23 July.  Canadians again turned up to mount pedestal but found that a hefty 
packing ring was missing.  We seem fated not to get these guns into action.  
As we could do no more to the platforms or mountings had a fairly quiet day 
whilst Underhill and Ikin looked after the construction of the dug outs.  The 
Boche was again very free with his shells.

24 July.  The packing ring arrived last night.  Ikin put it on to platform.  In 
morning got pedestal on but found that it would not go down.  Found that 
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packing ring had been placed on wrong.  Took pedestal off and turned packing 
ring round in afternoon.  Turned out in evening to offload traversing jacks.  
Finished about 12 pm.

25 July.  Again found that pedestal would not fit ring so took it out and filed 
ring down.  This took all day, as the ring weighs 1½ tons and pedestal 2¾ tons: 
no light weights to play with.  In evening unloaded two more packing rings and 
in backing out the lorry promptly ditched itself.  It took until 11.40 to jack the 
lorry up and get it out.  I then carried on with the dug outs until 2.15 am.

26 July.  Got up about 10 am.  Had a haircut with a pair of nail scissors.  In 
afternoon supervised moving of mounting into position. This weighs 7½ tons.  
By 6 o’clock we had just got it ready to lower down into pedestal when 5.9 shells 
started dropping around us, so we knocked off.  About 9 o’clock we were able 
to start again.  The gun itself arrived about 10 o’clock and we worked on it all 
night.  By 6.30 am we had got the gun resting on the mounting ready to haul up.

27 July.  At 6.30 am returned for a few hours rest.  Got up again 8.30 am had 
breakfast and started hauling gun up at 9 am.  Had to take cover at 11 am from 
shells which continued to fall until lunch time.  Ikin carried on in afternoon 
whilst I had a doze.  Had a quiet evening.  The skipper and I decided to go into 
Dunkirk tomorrow.

28 July.  Got up 7.30 am.  At 10.30 am Clarkson and I walked to HQ to meet 
car, but it had not turned up by 12 so we took side car.  Between La Panne and 
Bray Dunes I took a sharp corner at too great a speed with the result that the 
side car came off and wrapped round the axle, tearing it to pieces.  Fortunately 
there was an R[oyal] F[lying] C[orps] Aerodrome nearby and we managed to 
borrow an inner tube.  Had lunch at Bray Dunes.  Transacted business with 
the Field Cashier.  Tried to find Clarkson’s brother in law, but failed and then 
proceeded to Dunkirque.  Met Major Fenner outside Exp[editionary] Force 
Canteen.  Made a good few purchases, had shampoo and tea and then returned 
to Bray Dunes where we found Clarkson’s B in L.  Arrived back without mishap.  
About 10.30 the Bosche put over a lot of gas shells.  We sat in our gas masks 
until 12 mid[night].  Supervised working party until 1.15 when more gas shells 
started arriving so sent them home.  At 1.30 am gas shells of heavy nature 
started to arrive in swarms, so we had again to don gas masks until about 2.30 
am.  Turned in about 3 am and had no further disturbances.

29 July.  Got up late and did very little all day.  Received instructions to [go] 
down to the platform which I pulled up down the Groendyke Road.  Set out at 
9 pm with party of 16.  Started off down the Aolean Road alongside Triangle 
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Wood.  But as he was shelling the road heavily had to come back.  Then went 
round by 109 [Heavy Battery] position.33  I again ran into his shells, but by 
making a wide detour across fields managed to dodge him.  After a fairly nerve 
wracking time arrived there and started work, the object being to dig out the 
anchor bolts.  The whole country is very much changed since I was there last, 
everything having been shelled out of recognition.  The front line is much 
nearer than it was then so it was a fairly nervy time, being on tenter hooks the 
whole time.  To add to the terror of the situation our own side started a strafe, 
and the din was so deafening that one could not hear when a Bosche shell came 
in order to duck.  However the lads worked well, and we had finished by 1.30 
am.  We were all very heavily loaded coming back.  Returned 7.15 am.
 
30 July.  Fairly quiet morning.  The Bosche shelled the cottage nearly all 
afternoon with 5.9s and we found it necessary to vacate it and go down to the 
mess dug outs which are out of the line of fire.  In the evening we had a practice 
barrage, but it drew very little Bosche fire round here, mostly on the trenches.  
Underhill had to go to Nieuport on a similar mission to mine last night.

31 July.  Got up 6.30 and set out on solo motor bike for Bray dunes to pick up 
7 lorries for the purpose of drawing stores from Dunkirk.  A fatigue followed 
behind in another lorry.  On arrival at Dunkirk (ahead of the lorries) had to 
find out where stores [were].  Whilst doing this the lorries arrived and promptly 
lost themselves.  Whilst looking for the lorries the fatigue party arrived and 
followed the example of the lorries.  It took me until 12.30 to get them together, 
during which time I must have traversed all the streets in Dunkirk and half the 
district around, and given every sentry in Dunkirk details.  Finished loading 
lorries by 3.30, saw them off.  Had a bath at the Bains du Dunkirque, tea at 
the Hotel Chapeau Rouge (where I had dinner) and set off back at full speed.  
Arrived at Camp just as lorries were turning in.  Not at all a bad day.  In the 
position they had got the guns painted futurist colours and things squared up 
a bit.  It looks quite nice – until the Bosche makes a mess of it.  Heard that we 
had had a very successful push north of Ypres.

1 August.  Rained in torrents all day; very little work done.  Capt, Ikin & I 
went down to see stores.  Returned and amused ourselves checking bolts in the 
rain.  Fritz has put practically nothing over all day.  In evening sent to QMS for 
Lewis’s gramophone and had some tunes.  It was simply charming to listen to 
the music after such a long spell without any, especially our favourite Caprice 
Viennois.34  Capt went down to Group for dinner.

2 August.  Down on the Somme we used to remark that Fritz seemed to get 
in a fresh supply of ammunition on Thursday as he always had a lot to throw 
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away on that day.  It seems to be the same up here, for after three days ominous 
silence he has strafed us heavily all day, putting some within two or three yds 
of our cottage.  The old chimney on the West came down this morning, and we 
can now almost count the tiles on the roof.  Rained all day again.  Managed to 
get a little work done.  I spent a great deal of time making a diagram by which 
wind corrections can be obtained without calculation – not my invention.  If 
this rain continues the dug outs will be untenable.  Some have from two to 
three inches of water in already.

3 August.  Still raining.  Managed to get a little work done and stepped into a 
shell hole full of water in the course thereof.  Wrote couple of letters in evening.  
Had some music on Lewis’s gramophone after dinner.

4 August.  Cleared up a little.  This is the 3rd anniversary of the war.  Shall we 
see a fourth?  Erected the Gyn over No.2 gun platform and lifted the elevating 
shoe whilst we removed the holding down plate.35  Got on with sand bagging in 
afternoon.  Aeroplane dropped some bombs near us.  Hope we have not been 
spotted.  Bosche was rather lively today.  Underhill had to go up to Nieuport in 
evening to take up platform.

5 August.  Drilling holes in girder all day, also worked on wireless post.  In 
evening unloaded travelling jacks, timber and cement.  The Bosche gave us 
some 4.2 shells which he kept putting over at intervals – some were gas – one 
landed about 5 yds from where we were working.  Turned in 2.30 am.

6 August.  Got up 11 am and worked full pressure on getting plates on to No.2 
gun.  Arranged shifts so that work was continuous.  No.2 gun arrived about 10 
pm.  Had great difficulty with bolts […] Commander Bickford caused a great 
delay by insisting on hauling a ring weighing over a ton over the windlass of 
the Gyn.  As was to be expected the thing fouled as soon as it was nicely tied 
up into a hopeless knot he suddenly disappeared and turned up two hours 
later leaving us to get out of it ourselves.  By 5 am we had the mounting in.  In 
pulling the gun into the mounting the front jack slipped and the whole concern 
was only just saved from crashing to the ground (15 tons) by inches.

7 August.  Got the gun pulled up by 11 am.  Retired to bed 12 noon.  Last night 
several of us were suffering slightly from gassing.  First of all two servants went 
bad, one (the mess cook) was taken away.  Then Ikin went sick, then Underhill 
then Clarkson, so I was left to do the job myself.  Got up 6 pm.  Had dinner, 
some gramophone and a look round, and retired to bed again at 10.30 pm.  Ikin 
is looking after No.1 mounting in tonight and Underhill has gone to Nieuport.  
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8 August.  Got up 7.30 am.  Supervised work on No.1 mounting all day and 
also No.2 pit.  No.1 gun turned up about 10 pm.  I had my whole time occupied 
until about 3 am building sleeper bridges and roads over swampy ground and 
ditches.  It rained hard for about 3 hours, making things very difficult. Started 
to pull the gun into mounting about 4 am.  Finished about 10 am.

9 August.  There was some excitement with Bosche planes about 5.30 am; 
one came over chased by our fellows just skimming the hedges.  Another was 
brought down in flames.  Retired about 11 am.  News came through that we 
would be ranged by aeroplane, so had to get up about 1 pm.  Got everything 
ready but it started raining so presumably plane could not go up.  Nothing 
came of it.  There was great aerial activity in evening.

10 August.  Carried on during day with gun pit, etc. Ammunition (300 [rounds]) 
was due to arrive at 11 pm so sat up waiting until after 12 o’clock […] Got tired 
of waiting so lay down and had a doze.  

11 August.  Ammunition arrived about 3 am but was derailed right on the 
road and the officer in charge of the train said he could not bring his engine 
over the points, so we had to man handle trucks right into position.  Getting 
them over the last points into the position a truck derailed and we found that 
there was not a single sleeper under the crossing and the rails were not bolted 
together.  However managed to overcome all difficulties and offload trucks by 
8 am.  Fortunately it was raining so no Bosche planes could come over.  About 
20 Blacks (B[ritish] W[est] I[ndies Regiment]) came to assist offloading trucks 
but they struck work at four am, by which time trucks were not even in the 
positions.  Had high words with them but of no avail.  Turned in about 10 am.  
Got up 2 pm.  Spent afternoon and evening tabulating corrections for wind.

12 August.  Carried on with sand bagging gun pits.  Spent long time finding out 
error due to non central dial sight.

13 August.  Paid men living up here yesterday and went down to Group to pay 
men living down there this afternoon.  Lewis turned up after having had nearly 
2 months’ holiday due to mumps.  In evening worked out some calculations in 
connection with dial sight.

14 August.  Had a very bad night as the Hun was slinging 5.9 gas shells about.  
We sat up for about 2 hours with our masks on.  One shell struck the steel frame 
under No.2 Gun but being only gas it only smashed a couple of bolts and bent 
the girders.  Another shell struck a pile of shells, scattered them, went into the 
ground and came [illegible] again a dud.  Just as we sat down to lunch a 5.9 HE 
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shell struck the wall of the cottage just above the dug out.  Fortunately it was a 
quick fuze and the wall was sufficient to burst it.  It made us think for a bit.  He 
continued shelling the road all afternoon with 8” so very little work was done. 
I have named my gun (No.2) “M’Bongo” which is a Zulu expression, meaning 
“He whose feet makes the earth tremble”.  Rained again in evening.

15 August.  Fritz was flinging 11” stuff around at the corner near to us nearly 
all day. Pieces were flying around which made it very unpleasant […] Stormy 
weather.

16 August.  Nothing of importance.  Weather fine […] Had gramophone in 
evening.  Then Gus and I serenaded the cottage.36  

17 August.  Went down to Group in morning and then to Corps H[eavy] 
A[rtillery] on motor bike to obtain indent for some material.

18 August.  Ikin spent last night until 2.30 am getting up stone by lorry from 
roadside near Oost Dunkirque. I carried on at 8.30 am and continued until 
about 6 pm.  Rather dickey work in the afternoon as 109 corner was being 
strafed with 8”.  It was a case of waiting for an opportunity and dashing through 
between shells.  The stone etc. is for putting 10 [illegible] yds of concrete under 
each gun, which we start doing at 5 am tomorrow.

19 August.  Concreting all day until 8 pm.  About 7 am Fritz started shelling 
our bottom dug outs with 8” or 11” shells.  He also extended his line up to 
Decauville track.  He put over 100 rounds getting one within three yds of 
lower dug out.  The holes were 15’ across and about 10’ deep.  Nearly all day he 
continuously shelled the road and occasionally on our right with 8” shell.  It 
made it very uncomfortable working with splinters […] tearing the camouflage 
over our heads, and whistling all round us, beside falling splinters.  Only one 
man was hit – in the wrist (Clark).  Our mess gramophone & records arrived.  
Had it on all evening.

20 August.  Concreting all day.  Went down to French Dump for more cement 
and also fetched more stone.

21 August.  Still concreting.  Got up 4.30 am.  Finished my pit in evening.  I 
spent the remaining hours of daylight engraving the name of the Battery & gun 
in the cement.

22 August.  Had a quiet day censoring letters and marking one or two things 
for the BC Post.  In evening fetched more cement and sand for No.4 gun.  On 
Monday [20 August] a shell fell among our huts at HQ and badly wounded 
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Sergt Smith in the legs and groin, Sergt Noblet in the hand and Fitter Sergt 
Scotland slightly in the leg.37  Today we hear that Smith died at 4 am yesterday 
morning.  Noblet has lost two fingers.

23 August.  Ordered car yesterday with intention of going to Dunkirk today, but 
car did not turn up.  Major Jenkins said he would take me in, so went down to 
312’s billets.38  Waited until after lunch, but his car did not turn up so returned.  
Fetched up some sand cement for No.4 gun in evening.

24 August.  Ordered car for 10 am […] Clarkson came with me.  Called at Bray 
Dunes for moment.  Had a good lunch at Chapeau Rouge, did some shopping; 
had bath and haircut.  Not a very enjoyable day, as it rained quite a lot and 
Clarkson was not very companionable.  Got mounting of No.4 gun lowered 
into position yesterday evening.  The gun came up this evening. Everything 
went well and by 12 pm everything was finished.  He put a couple of shells 
rather close.  Last night Fritz scored a direct hit on our dugout; chipping about 
one foot of concrete off the right hand corner.  The shell was a 4.2”. 

25 August.  Had about 5 men on No.2 pit so carried on quietly squaring it up.  
Clarkson and I filled about 50 sandbags.  Got 122 full charges into the recess 
at the back of my pit.  Had a quiet evening.  After dinner Clarkson undertook 
to teach us Poker, but on Fritz scoring another direct hit we gave it up.  This is 
the third actual hit on the concrete with 4.2” shells, two within a couple of feet 
of one another.  One arrived last night – that is three nights running.  We will 
have to patch that corner up or he will be coming through there.  The cottage 
is now an absolute wreck.

26 August.  Continued building up my pit last night.  Fritz threw several gas 
shells (5.9”) about, also HE several fell in the position.  About 11 am 4.2” 
began falling all over the place, one fell two yards away from the door of the 
cottage – a place where two or three are usually sitting or standing.  He was 
very active all afternoon in all directions.  Sunday is always a busy day for Fritz.  
In afternoon received word that a new OC (Capt Hindson) was arriving to take 
over battery.39  He arrived about 8 pm and seems to be a very decent fellow.  
Fritz was very active around cottage in evening.

27 August.  In afternoon we received instructions to be prepared to leave this 
position for another area tomorrow.  A caretaking party from 312 will stay in 
the position.  I suppose we are going to get our Mark XIX 6” guns, but even 
so am sorry to leave this position after all the work we have done without 
firing one round.40  The push seems have been postponed as quite a number of 
batteries are pulling out.  We cancelled all parades in the afternoon.  It was a 
miserable afternoon, raining and stormy.
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28 August.  A few big ones fell near the cottage during the night.  Waited all 
morning for movement orders, and carried on with cleaning up and placing 
cartridges under cover.  Instructions arrived in afternoon that we would move 
tomorrow to Rest Camp […] and the day after to another area. A gale was 
blowing all day and the war on both sides was at a standstill.  Loaded lorries 
with sleepers etc., in afternoon.

29 August.  Still stormy.  The movement orders did not arrive until late in the 
afternoon.  However, we gradually got everything down to group.  Left old 
cottage about 8 pm just as the sun was setting in the storm clouds.  At the 
Group all the stores had to be loaded into lorries. After about ½ an hour of 
this Capt Halahan sent for me.  I found Clarkson already in the Wardroom 
where all the Naval people were gathered to give us a farewell.  About an hour 
afterwards the other fellows were sent for and we had quite a jolly evening.  A 
bonnie fire was burning in their large fire place.  They are cheery lot.  We left 
about 11 o’clock in one of the Naval cars for the rest camp which we came to 
when we first arrived here.  Lewis was very jolly after two or three glasses of 
navy rum. Arrived at Siege Camp we found it about 3” deep in mud.  After 
wallowing about for about half an hour we found the tents but decided we 
would sleep in an empty lorry.

30 August.  Had quite a good sleep.  In the afternoon I took Underhill out in 
side car.  Ikin followed on side car.  We first paid a visit to a 12” gun the other 
side of Furnes and then went into La Panne.  This is quite a nice little sea-side 
place and at present the residence of the Belgian King.  We had quite a nice tea 
and did a lot of shopping.  Returning when we got about 200 yds from home 
the connection came off the front sparking plug.  I tried to put it on whilst 
going, but must have caught hold of the live wire instead of the rubber. It gave 
me such a shock that I lost control of the handle bars for a few seconds with 
the result that the side car ran over a heap of stones, the inner tube came out 
and twisted round the axle.  However we got home alright.  In the evening 
Clarkson, Lewis, Ikin and I took the car into La Panne and had a jolly dinner.

31 August.  Received orders that we move down to Wormhoudt tonight with 
our 27 lorries at the end of a long column of other batteries.  Lewis left earlier in 
the day to arrange billeting at Wormhoudt.  We also received notice that we are 
going to get our 6” Mk XIX [guns]. I stayed in Camp all day writing letters and 
reading.  Moved off about 9.30 pm.  I followed behind the car driving Underhill 
in the side car.  It was a beautiful moonlit night, and everything went like a 
dream.  The pleasure of that ride through the peaceful back areas of France will 
always live in my memory.  At one place we passed an aerodrome where some 
huge bombing machines were returning from a raid.  It was awe inspiring to 
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watch them swoop silently down like some gigantic night birds.  About 2.30 am 
we arrived at a little place called La Belle View about a mile outside Wormhoudt 
at which we are to be billeted in private houses.  After getting the lorries parked 
and the men allotted billets we retired to our own.  Three of us were placed in 
a very comfortable little room in a farm house.  

1-2 September.  Got up about 10.30 am.  After breakfast went for a spin in side 
car through Wormhoudt and another little nearby village.  Came on to rain 
after lunch so stayed in.  At 11.30 tonight we are to move Eecke about 6 miles 
away to fresh billets.  We are to be in the 1st ANZAC Corps, [Second] Army.  
Lewis went on early in afternoon to Eecke to arrange for billets.  Left at 11.15 
pm.  Followed column until about a mile outside Wormhoudt.  Column got 
held up so we went back on to the Cassell Road.  Had a good deal of engine 
trouble owing to dirty sparking plug.  Overcame that and went on through 
Cassell to Eecke.  Again the moonlight was grand, and the scenery approaching 
and Cassell was superb.  On arrival at Eecke we found the car but Lewis was 
nowhere to be found.  We went on to Steenvoorde to look for him then back 
to Caëstre and beyond but found no sign of him.  We then again met the car 
and they told us to follow them to Sylvestre Cappel.  But before we found that 
we had run out of petrol and it was an hour before we could obtain more from 
a lorry.  Next came trouble with the gear.  This took me only another hour.  
However eventually got on the way, but by the time we arrived at the appointed 
place there was no car to be seen.  After travelling all over country we found 
the column parked, but they did not know where the men had gone or to be 
billeted.  Wandered about on the side car until about 6 am when we met Ikin 
who had come to look for us.  It appeared that their way had also been strewn 
with thorns and they had only just got settled down.  We eventually landed at 
a large farm miles from nowhere.  Lost no time in getting down to it.  Got up 
about 12 pm.  After lunch went with Ikin in side car to column, and thence on 
to Steenvoorde and Cassell.  Made some purchases and then back to tea.

3 September.  Had a parade in morning. Assisted at taking physical drill and then 
went with Ikin in the side car to Hazebrouck where we made some purchases, 
including some Harrison Fisher drawings and returned.41  Afternoon took 
Underhill in side car to Bailleul.  Visited Field Cashier, and spent a lot of money 
on writing cases, etc.  Had tea at Officers’ Club […]  Returned in time to change 
and posh up for a dinner which our OC (Capt Hindson) gave as a sort of joining 
dinner.  He had been into Cassel during the day to purchase the stuff.  The two 
ASC officers Napper and Jones were there and we had quite a jolly evening.42  
Finished up about 11.15 pm.



86		  Journal of Wyndham Lewis Studies

4 September.  My duty day.  Took 8.30 am parade and continued all morning.  In 
afternoon there was a football match between our fellows and the [Ammunition] 
Column.  We beat the ASC 5-1.  The weather the last three days has been ideal.  
Glorious sunshine during the day, and [moonlit] at night.

5 September.  In afternoon we (the Officers) at the request of the men played 
in a football match RX versus LX.43  It was quite a good game.  RX was beaten 
2-0.  In evening received a despatch notifying us of our position which has to 
be reconnoitred tomorrow.  

330 Siege Battery began the process of moving to a position on the south-western 
outskirts of Ypres.

6 September.  Hindson & Clarkson went to reconnoitre the position.  Underhill 
& I went to Steenvoorde in morning to get some embrocation for one of the 
fellows who had hurt himself at football.  Just before lunch Lewis & I went to 
St Omer.  Lewis went in one sidecar with Simcose driving.  I led the way in the 
other.  The journey was long & rough, but reached there in time for lunch at the 
Hotel du Commerce.  Took a walk round the town and bought several things.  
It is a very nice town and far superior to Bailleul.  Arrived back about 5 pm.

7 September.  Ikin and party of 30 went up to position to work and live there.  I 
went up in car with Hindson and Lewis.  It took some time getting there owing 
to the enormous amount of traffic on the road.  Met the Colonel and had a pow 
wow about dug outs etc. We are to build some dug outs and live in temporary 
ones until others are vacated […] It is all shell holes but not strafed much now 
that the line has been moved forward.  It took us nearly two hours to get back 
owing to frequent traffic blocks.  The whole battery moves up tomorrow.  The 
day has been hot and oppressive, and to add to our troubles we could get no 
lunch so had to wait until we got back about 4.45 – just in time for tea.

8 September.  The others went up to the position.  I stayed behind.  Movement 
of whole battery was postponed until tomorrow.  Clarkson & 20 men left for 
Poperinghe to catch a train to fetch up our guns but when he got to Pop there 
was no train so he came back.  I censored letters in first part of morning.  Then 
Napper came round and we had some music on the gramophone.  Napper 
fetched Jones and they had lunch with me.  When the others came back 
Underhill and I went to Bailleul in side car to get some cigarettes etc., Napper 
came along to dinner.

9 September.  Got up 6 am.  Got everything packed up.  Clarkson left very 
early.  The others left in the car and I left on motor bike with column.  It was 
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very hot and very dusty, and there were several columns of Divisional Artillery 
on the move which held us up considerably.  However arrived about 1.30 
pm at position and started immediately offloading stores.  After a couple of 
sandwiches carried on with dug outs, etc.

10 September.  Got up early and got a party on scrounging around for material.  
Had quite an exciting couple of hours pulling a cottage to pieces with a drag 
rope.  Started on No.2 gun cartridge recess in afternoon and also obtained 
some material from RE Dump which REs had given us in lieu of some dug outs 
which they had done us out of.  Worked until 7.30 pm.  In evening an Officer 
and 15 men of the BWI arrived who are to stay with us until the push is over.44

11 September.  Carried on with cartridge recess & pit also camouflage.  Platforms 
arrived in evening.

12 September.  Finished camouflage in morning.  Worked hard on platform 
until about 8 pm when we finished.  During dinner we had word that three 
guns were at Abeele and that we had to get them up that night.  Clarkson went 
to Abeele to see about getting them up whilst we filled up shell holes to make a 
road for them.  However when Clarkson arrived at Abeele he found that only 
one gun had been offloaded.  So under circumstances the Group permitted us 
to leave them until tomorrow.  Got to bed about 1 am.

13 September.  Made up road in morning and prepared for gun generally.  Just 
after dinner 1,050 rounds of ammunition arrived and I had to supervise the 
offloading and checking.  Immediately afterwards about 1 am the guns arrived.  
Mine was brought in first.  About half way across the field the gun sunk in 
axle deep and the caterpillar (125 hp) broke the coupling trying to pull it out.  
However after getting a fresh shackle and digging out a little the caterpillar 
quietly walked away with it to the gun pit.  Then came about 1½ hours’ strenuous 
manhandling and manoeuvring to get gun into pit along 10’ planks.  Finished 
about 4 am turned in about 5 am.  The last gun was finished about 7 am.

14 September.  Got up at 8.30 am and cleaned gun up and got her into working 
order as far as possible.  No right brackets have arrived.  The OC has been 
given instructions to go down to Calais by car and find out where they are.  He 
is to return with them not later than tomorrow morning.  Erected elephant 
shelter in evening.45  Have to go up to Group O[bservation] P[ost] “Rectory” on 
the Westhoek Ridge tomorrow morning with officer of 111 Heavy [Battery].46  
Retired about 11 pm.
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15 September.  Got up 4 am had breakfast and then met Dale at 111.  Set out 
at 5 am for Shrapnel Corner where we picked up [space] of 133 Siege.  From 
there we proceeded via Moated Grange to China Wall where we dropped some 
telephonists and then followed the telephone line to the Culvert, passing a couple 
of dead men on the way.  At the Culvert some ammunition was still burning 
which the Bosche had set up during the night.  Again followed the line we arrived 
at Bellewaarde Ridge Signal Station again dropping some telephones.  On the 
way to the place we passed several more dead men and also a derelict tank 
which the Bosche had been strafing all night with an Australian calmly sleeping 
behind it.47  The ground is simply one mass of shell holes.  The same applies from 
Bellewaarde Ridge to the Rectory, which once existed as such, but is now merely 
a smashed in German dug out, or “Pill Box”.  The telephone line took nearly an 
hour to fix up having been cut to pieces during the night.  This is the first day 
of the bombardment and there were practice barrages at 9.30 am and 4 pm.  It 
presented a grand sight: The whole earth seemed to be in an upheaval.  The OP 
came in for a good deal of strafing and several times we had to take cover for half 
an hour or more.  When we left the OP he put 4.2s after us.  We went back down 
the Menin Road.  Dead horses were lying everywhere also smashed GS wagons.  
An 8” shell dropped on BIRR Cross Roads just as we passed and he had only just 
finished strafing Hell Fire Corner where there was a dump alight.  We breathed 
more freely when we got off the Menin Road into Ypres.

16 September.  Registered our guns in morning on Zonnebeke Gasometer.  In 
afternoon started firing on targets allotted to us for the push.  After 6 rounds 
No.1 gun struck the trail and chipped a piece off the side of the lock.  Decided 
to test the amount of oil in the buffer, but in taking front cap off pulled out the 
piston.  Worked until 1 am trying to get the piston back but could not make the 
last three inches, and in the dark it was very difficult to see what was causing 
the stoppage so gave it up.

17 September.  Got up 8 am.  Examined gun and found that adjustable valve 
was closed.  Opened this and got the piston back easily.  Filled buffer and 
recuperator and after one or two small adjustments she went on firing nicely all 
day.  Had to put in some heavy logs behind platform in evening to stop it from 
slipping back.  Went down to Group twice to synchronise time.  Some shells 
dropped into our position last night but were probably not intended for us.  
Had a row with Lewis in evening.  On duty all night.

18 September.  About 1 am No.4 lock broke so had to give her targets to No.1.  
No.3 has been out of action all day owing to coppering.48  Turned in 6 am.  
Got up 10 am and carried on with bombarding same target which is a railway.  
The idea being to bombard it night and day to prevent the Hun bringing up 
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supplies.  […]  At 8.30 pm we put up one of our usual practice barrages but of 
unusual intensity, and it presented a grand sight as viewed from the top of our 
dug out.

19 September.  Had a moderately quiet day with the usual bombardment of 
roads.  Heard in the evening that zero hour for the push is 5.40 am tomorrow.  
Underhill was on duty but had to go down to Ordnance workshop for the lock 
of his gun which was being repaired.

The British made an attack that would become known as the Battle of the Menin 
Road.

20 September.  At 12.30 am I was aroused by my No.1 telling me that the lock 
of No.2 gun had stuck.  Underhill not having returned I had to get up.  After 
messing around with it for nearly an hour and getting the Tiffies on the job I 
decided it was hopeless to try to do anything in the dark so decided to transfer 
No.1 Gun’s breech to No.2, No.1 being out of action owing to broken platform.49  
In the meantime No.3 lock had jammed.  Spent another hour on that and then 
left it to get on transferring No.1 breech.  The breeches are no play things and 
it proved to be very heavy work especially as we had had an hour’s rain and 
everywhere was very slippery.  However, we got the breech in and the first 
round off by 4.50 am.  In the meantime Underhill had turned up with his lock 
and a spare pin which latter was just what No.3 wanted put her into action.  
No.4 fired two rounds and jammed her lock again.  I left Underhill to it and 
after watching the bombardment turned in at 6 am.  Got up again 9 am.  Had 
a very busy day putting barrages on roads all over the country, answering “LL” 
calls and in one case chasing a convoy of lorries reported by aeroplane trying 
to block the road in front of them.50  From what little news has filtered through 
the attack seems to have gone fairly well.  The Hun counterattacked twice but 
without success.  Got to bed late owing to crowds in the mess, in which I sleep.

21 September.  In morning put my own breech back again and returned No.1’s.  
Also filled the buffer and recuperator.  Did a lot of firing in afternoon.  Went to 
Group midday and evening to synchronise time.  On duty for night.

22 September.  Nothing went wrong during the night so had a fairly good 
night’s rest.  In afternoon took side car to Hooggraaf to get money and thence 
to Poperinghe.  In Pop the wretched gears went wrong and had to push it about 
¾ mile to a M[otor] T[ransport] workshop.  Got home by means of lorries.  In 
evening went over to 123 [Siege Battery] to synchronise [and] had to wait till 
nearly 10.45.51
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23 September.  My gun again struck the trail last night further damaging the 
lock and necessitating repair.  No.4 vent also requires rebushing so ordered a 
car and Clarkson and I took them to No.7 Medium Mobile Workshops near 
Steenvoorde, also took two barometers and my glasses to No.9 workshops in 
Bailleul to be adjusted and cleaned.52  Got a lot of stuff from the canteen.  Also 
visited Cashier at Hoegraaf.  Returned 1.45 […] It is my turn to go to the OP 
tomorrow which I believe is in the territory conquered on 20th.

24 September.  Late last night instructions arrived that I was to man the 
“Rectory” OP.  Got up 4 am and set off about 5.30 am.  A heavy mist covered 
everything which made it difficult finding the way especially in the shell hole 
area.  Fritz also had a very heavy strafe on which made things very unpleasant.  
We ran into some very thick gas just beyond the Birr Cross Roads.  Eventually 
found the Bellewaarde Ridge test box and spent some time there trying to find 
the line to the Rectory.  Nobody knew which it was so went on to Westhoek and 
found another cable head, but they knew nothing about the wires so went on to 
Rectory and from there tapped in and traced the line back.  Wrote letters until 
the mists cleared.  Only succeeded in establishing communications about three 
times and then only for 5 minutes.  4.2s and 5.9s kept going just at the back of 
us and on to the Bellewaarde Ridge all day.  Had a very slow day.  Returned 
about 6.30.  Reached position about 8.30 pm.  Several promotions took place in 
the battery including my Corporal Wouviour to Sergeant.

25 September.  Had a fairly quiet day.  Went to group twice for time.  In the 
evening there was an enormous amount of traffic on the roads, probably on 
account of the push coming off tomorrow.  Brought some pigeons back in 
evening for the F[orward] O[bservation] O[fficer] tomorrow.  Am on duty 
tonight.

The British attacked again.  This engagement became known as the Battle of 
Polygon Wood.

26 September.  […] Turned in about 12.30 am and out again at 5 am.  Zero time 
was 5.50 am but nothing could be seen of the gun flashes owing to a heavy mist.  
Had a busy time in the morning with fleeting targets.  Things settled down to 
normal again in afternoon.  We hear that our Corps (1st ANZAC) gained all 
their objectives up to the red line, but they cannot go on to the green line owing 
to the [X]th Corps on our right having been held up right at the start.  Later 
on in the day the X Corps managed to square matters up and the whole of the 
objectives were taken.  Got back to our old targets in afternoon.  Lewis went to 
the China Wall OP.
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27 September.  No.1 Gun went completely out of action owing to packings 
bursting.  OC and Underhill went to look out new position.  In afternoon OC 
& Ikin went to Bailleul.  Again on night duty.  Turned in 12.30 am.  The Bosche 
planes were very busy bombing.

28 September.  Underhill went to OP in morning & Ikin to operation post in 
afternoon.  Napper came round in afternoon to have a look at our new position.  
I went along with him on the motor bike.  When we got to Moated Grange (new 
position) 275 the 8” battery already in there said they had had instructions not 
to move.53  Reconnoitred the position and then returned.  OC rang up for fresh 
instructions and was told not to move tomorrow night as originally ordered 
but to await fresh instructions.

29 September.  Received instructions that one section moves tomorrow and 
the next the day after.  Had a very quiet day.  Assisted Australian RE to put up 
a Nissen “Bow” Hut for group who are taking over part of our dug outs.54  The 
remaining dug outs to be kept as rest billets for the detachment off duty.

30 September.  Very misty in the morning, but turned out a glorious day.  The 
left section are to be taken out today and the right section tomorrow.  Had a 
busy evening getting the left section out, and Fritz made it very uncomfortable 
by dropping bombs very close.  Turned in about 12 pm.

1 October.  Spent morning putting in holdfasts and generally getting ready to 
pull out.  Also fired day’s allotments of rounds.  Started pulling out about 3 
pm.  By 6 pm had gun out and stores loaded up and was just starting to pull up 
platform when a message arrived from Capt Hindson at forward position, to 
put the guns back again and get into action as quickly as possible, on account of 
his being unable to register to left section and the necessity for keeping at least 
two guns in action.  Commenced work immediately and was in action again by 
10 pm.  Another 15 BWI were attached to us today.  First rum issue today.  My 
servant, Thomas, thought it such a great occasion that he got hopelessly drunk 
and was placed under arrest.  He is now cooling his heels in the guard tent.  In 
today’s intelligence summary it stated that two prisoners made the statement 
that they had been busy mining the road preparatory to a general retirement 
on the 1st (today).

330 Siege Battery re-located to the south-east of Ypres but retained a rest area at 
their previous position.

2 October.  Fired all through the night and day.  Started pulling out about 5 pm.  
The position we are going to has been previously occupied by an 8” battery 
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with platforms similar to our own, so our OC arranged for them to leave No.2 
gun’s platforms in, and they take ours in exchange.  This will save a lot of work.  
Caterpillar took away gun about 8.30 pm.  After dinner loaded up gun stores 
into a lorry and went up to position with my detachment via Ypres and Hell 
Fire corner.  Whilst we were unloading the lorry at the position some German 
planes came over returning from their nightly bombing raid of back areas.  One 
of them must have seen us in the moonlight some ammunition trucks standing 
on the Decauville track on our battery.  He dropped a bomb which fell between 
No.3 and No.4 guns.  Immediately the ammunition at both guns burst into 
flame.  After waiting a few seconds to see whether he intended dropping any 
more bombs I went up to No.3 gun and found one fellow with his leg shattered.  
Got him away and went to No.4.  Saw some fuzed shell right in the flame, 
attempted to get them out but the flames from the cartridges prevented it. Got 
all the wounded collected together in No.2 gun pit.  A Dr of the Gordons who 
was near at hand came to dress the wounds.55  Finished offloading the lorry and 
put all the wounded men in it and ran them down to the dressing station on the 
Menin Road.  After an issue of rum to steady the men’s nerves we got to work 
getting the gun in.  After nearly ditching it twice the caterpillar pulled the gun 
over shell holes to within 20 yards of the pit.

3 October.  By means of block and tackle and after a lot of hard work got the gun 
into position by 3 am.  Tried to find a place to get 40 winks but could only find 
room in the cookhouse.  Had about ½ an hour and then went to see how No.1 
gun was getting on.  Found them struggling along with two caterpillars, that is 
240 horse power, but even they had to dig her out of shell holes about 6 times.  
It was nearly 10 am by the time the gun was taken up to the pit.  By about 11.30 
am had my gun ready for action.  I then came back to our old position which 
we are going to use as rest billets, had lunch and then a doze.  In the evening the 
Hun put some H[igh] V[elocity] shells into our old position.  Censored letters 
in evening.

A further attack took place, designated afterwards as the Battle of Broodseinde.

4 October.  Got up about 8.30 am.  During the night and morning HV shells 
continued to arrive, one landed very near to the mess.  Censored letters in 
morning.  Went to Ordnance workshops to get lock of No.4 gun.  At 7.0 left 
for forward position.  It is my turn for the OP tomorrow.  This morning we 
made another big advance and captured the Broodseinde Ridge – the ridge 
after which we have been striving for so long.  All objectives were taken and 
over 4,000 prisoners.
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5 October.  Got a very poor night’s sleep crouched in a space about 4½’ long.  
Got up 4 am set out with 4 telephonists […] It had been raining all yesterday 
and last night.  This made the going very heavy, and to make matters worse, in 
the dark we got to the Zouave Track instead of the Birr track and in places were 
up to our knees in mud.  However, eventually struck the Helles track which is 
a good duck board track to Westhoek Ridge.  Here we rested a little and then 
we took the corduroy road to Anzac.  At the ridge (Broodseinde) which I am 
going to was only taken yesterday I have to reconnoitre for and establish an 
OP.  From Anzac I set out for, as far as I could judge was the nearest part of the 
ridge, being over the ankle and sometimes over the knees in mud.  Arrived at a 
“Pillbox” on the ridge overlooking the enemy country about 8 am and started 
the telephonists back to Anzac (the buried cable head) laying out a line.  Whilst 
they we doing this had a good look round and found a crater to the left which 
made a better OP so transferred there.  All the “Pillboxes” are crowded out with 
our wounded waiting to be fetched away.  The ground everywhere is littered 
with our own and German dead – a regular shambles.  To look from the top of 
the ridge into German territory is like looking into the promised land, all the 
houses have red roofs on and the trees are green – for how many days though.  
Got through alright on my line to Anzac, but could not get from there to group.  
By the time I had got through to Group my own line went and owing to heavy 
shelling was unable again to get through.  Spotted a battery position and studied 
the ground.  Set off for home at 6 pm just as the Bosche was apparently starting a 
counter attack.  It was very warm work dodging the shells until we got to Anzac 
from there peace seemed to reign as far as the Westhoek ridge.  Just as we were 
rounding the Bellewaarde Ridge at a point where the road was very busy and 
covered with pack horses returning from carrying ammunition to field guns the 
Bosche started shelling the road, and we had a very lively time of it.  Horses were 
stampeding and falling wounded and the road mud was deeper than sin and 
prevented hurried movements.  From here onwards the journey was fraught 
with terror, real and imaginary.  It was pitch dark, our own guns were firing on 
an SOS so that every second one was blinded by flashes and deafened by cracks, 
the Bosche was shelling heavily, traffic on the road was blocked all ways, mud 
was feet deep and it was raining in buckets.  Really a night of terror.  When I 
arrived at our forward position I was just about done and could not have walked 
another yard.  After a good hot dinner I was somewhat restored to normal and 
able to complete the journey to the rear positions.  After writing out my report 
I lost no time in getting into bed at 11.30 pm.

6 October.  Got up late.  Censored letters and made out visibility chart of what 
could be seen from OP.  Still raining hard.  Left at 5.15 pm for forward position.  
Nothing of note happened there.  
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7 October.  Still raining.  What with floundering up and down to the guns and 
sitting shivering in the dug outs managed to get through the day.  Left for rear 
about 6.30 pm.  By this time the mud is reduced to the consistency of thick 
soup about 1’ deep, as it is just a question of wading through.  The trouble 
comes when one had to find the end of one’s putty string in the slimy mud.  
We have now a Padre messing with us.  Our mess in the rear position leaks 
like a sieve when it rains so that for the last few days there has been something 
approaching a flood there.  We dine with our feet in a quagmire.  Still this is one 
of the pleasures of war.  Censored the letters after dinner so that Gus and I can 
have a run into Bailleul tomorrow in the car.

8 October.  Rain has ceased.  Car ordered for 9.30 am turned up at 10.30 am.  
Called at Corps HA Pop[erhinghe] and then Bailleul.  Had Padre with us.  Did 
some hasty shopping.  Had lunch – a very slow affair – at a place opposite Field 
Cashier […]  Returned about 4 pm which was rather rich as we should have 
had the car back by 1.30 pm.  Had tea, changed into my boots and I wrote up 
my diary.  It is raining again. Turned in early.

British progress stalled with an unsuccessful attack known subsequently as the 
Battle of Poelcappelle.

9 October.  Had a lazy day.  Wrote letters […] At 4.15 pm left for forward 
position with Underhill.

10 October.  Rained during the night.  Very cold & muddy with occasional 
rain during the day.  Nothing much doing during day.  Had to sit up till 12 
mid[night] waiting for night tasks.

11 October.  Cold, bleak & damp.  Left for rear position about 6 pm.

Another abortive attack was made and was later designated as the Battle of First 
Passchendaele.

12 October.  During night Ikin had wire to say his mother was dangerously ill 
and asking for him to come.  Leave granted.  Got car and went half way up to 
position to fetch him.  Went on to Poperhinghe but found Calais train left at 
1.15 am so went on to Bailleul did some shopping had lunch and returned to 
Pop.  Had tea and dinner at Officers’ Club […] Left Ikin about 9.30 pm and 
returned in car.  Rained hard all evening and night.  We tried this morning to 
take Passchendaele but I believe failed.
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13 October.  My 26th birthday.  Raining & hailing.  Wrote letters […] Received 
parcel […] We had a new officer attached to us during Ikin’s absence 2nd Lieut 
Gallacher.56  Left for position on lorry at 4 pm.  Paid men at position.  Position 
in a horrendous condition 6” of mud everywhere and all dug outs flooded.  
Cheerful.  Slept on a sheet of corrugated iron in a half constructed dug out.

14 October.  Scarcely got any sleep on account of cold.  Got up at 5.30 am as 
one of the guns had gone out of action.  On duty in position tonight looking for 
SOS signals [from infantry].

15 October.  Sat on top of BC post from dusk until 1.30 am when I was frozen 
and withal nearly torn to pieces as a result of Fritz’s sneezing gas, that I got the 
telephonist to take over for a bit.  Had one SOS.  Had a nap until 4 am and then 
resumed duty.  There was a very sharp frost on.  No chance of a nap during the 
day.  Relieved at 5.30 pm.  Turned in shortly after dinner.  My servant Hodges 
had built an excellent fire place in my dug out.

16 October.  Gallacher and I went down to Bailleul in morning.  Had an 
inspection of gas helmets in afternoon.

17 October.  Clarkson got the car for the day so I went with him.  First to 
Bailleul and then on to Cassell where we had an excellent lunch in the Sauvage.  
Returned about 4 pm.  Went up to position.  Found that a new roster of OP 
duties had been issued and that it was my turn tomorrow.  Had trouble getting 
up the kits which made me late getting to bed.  Rained during the night.

18 October.  Got up 4 am and trudged up to OP visiting all the test boxes on 
the way to make sure that the line was correctly bridged through.  Practically 
no shelling on way up, but about 10.15 he started a very heavy strafe on the 
ridge which made it almost impossible to leave the dug out.  One dug out 
when we had been shifting was blown in.  I did not succeed in establishing 
communications.  Left about 4.45 pm.  Had quiet journey back until nearing 
Birr Cross roads when he started shelling very fast and wild with HV guns.  
Had two or three very close.

19 October.  Late in morning and during afternoon the vicinity of the battery 
was shelled with HV guns.  No.s 2 and 3 had a shell just outside the pit.  No 
casualties except some Australians nearby.  Rained heavily in afternoon.  Our 
relief arrived later and had difficulty finding our way to rear position along new 
track.

20 October.  Got up late.  Wrote letters in morning and afternoon.



96		  Journal of Wyndham Lewis Studies

21 October.  Got a party of men working on Mess in morning.  In afternoon 
took pushbike and had bath.  Left for forward position at 4.30 pm.

22 October.  Had to arrange No.4 so that she could fire at Ypres-Menin Road 
about 47 0 R[ight].  Built a plank platform and pulled gun on to it using large 
scotches.57  The first round fired with the brakes on the wheels skidded and 
just pushed the scotches away.  After about two hours’ work getting her into 
position again, fired another round.  This time without brakes on.  She ran 
right up the scotch hesitated on top and then down the other side, and almost 
down a dug out.  After this decided to pull the old platform up and turn it 
round.  It was 8 pm before we got the gun out of the pit, owing to quaggy nature 
of ground.  Worked on platform all night.  It was very heavy work, the beams 
being water logged and twice their usual weight.  Turned in about 9.30 am got 
up 2 pm.  During night some big shells fell very close.

23 October.  Got up 2 pm.  Relieved by Underhill, Lewis and Dyne (a new 
officer posted to us today) at 5.15 pm.58  When I got to rear position found that 
I had to go to Kit & Kat [OP] tomorrow.  It was Gallacher’s turn but there were 
some special barrages on and detailed reports of enemy was required so I had 
to go.  Turned in early.

24 October.  Got up 4.30 am and learned from OC that about 4 am a shell had 
pitched right through the roof of the mess at forward position and wounded 
Underhill and Dyne.59  The latter had his arm broken and Underhill had about 
six wounds one affecting the lungs.  Called at forward position on way up.  
Went up main railway.  Nothing of importance happened.  It rained and blew 
as usual and was very cold.  Whiled those hours away talking to a Lieut Mitchell 
of Australian Field Art[illery] who was on same stunt as myself.  Had to stay 
up till 6.30 pm by which time it was quite dark.  Took wrong duck board track 
in dark and got a long way out of the way.  Had to cut across the mud and shell 
holes to main [railway] and stuck it a good distance up where it had not been 
made up, and it was nothing but a quagmire, in one place I got stuck in mud 
so deep and thick that I thought I was not going to get out.  I was almost up to 
my middle, and the suction was so great that it required my utmost strength to 
pull one leg out at a time.  It took me five minutes to go three yards.  However, 
reached made up portion eventually and then had good going to forward 
position where I called in.  Then to rear position.  Ikin came back in evening.

25 October.  Rained and blew a gale during the night.  Some shells also fell in 
rear position.  Had a quiet day […]

Lewis left 330 Siege Battery, initially on leave, on 25 October.  Harcourt remained 
with the battery until the end of the war.
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Book Review
Wyndham Lewis, Time and Western Man

by Paul Edwards
Wyndham Lewis, Time and Western Man, edited by Paul Edwards (Oxford 
University Press, 2023), 592pp. £190.00 (Hbk)

Reviewed by Alexander Alfred Scott

The release of a modern critical edition of Wyndham Lewis’s work faces 
existential questions long before it gets to the niggling minutiae of 
interpretation, the marginalia, the griffonage, the tedium of indexing, 

and confounding questions about dates—when will Lewis get a fair hearing 
and how do we bring the date forwards? For Time and Western Man (edited 
by Paul Edwards) to have inaugurated Oxford University Press’s Collected 
Works of Wyndham Lewis is about as propitious an answer as one could 
hope for. Unlike the four-decade-old republication venture from the Black 
Sparrow Press, Oxford University Press’s Collected Works will aim for complete 
coverage of Lewis’s prodigious output. At a projected 42 volumes, the series will 
include the squibs. But TWM is incontrovertible evidence of what Edwards 
drew attention to at the turn of the millennium: Lewis is an entire modernist 
movement condensed into one individual. TWM is an exhibition of Lewis at 
his most profound, impassioned, and intellectually absorbent. It is a reveille to 
those scholars of modernism who seek the reappraisal of Lewis, and perhaps 
when this is achieved, it will be owing to the fact that, in the assertion of his 
genius, we were as ambitious and forthright as he was.

The three published sources for a critical edition of TWM are the English 
first edition (Chatto), American second (Harcourt & Brace), and “Revolutionary 
Simpleton” as printed in The Enemy, no. 1, with corrections made to both under 
the Black Sparrow Press reissues produced, respectively, by Paul Edwards 
and David Petters Corbett. Edwards’s previous TWM was based principally 
on the American text, making available what could only previously be gotten 
in a cobwebby Oxonian cloister or by crossing the Atlantic. The American 
edition bears a preface introducing the entire work, and a significant portion 
of the English edition’s preface to Book I was transplanted into the American 
preface for Book II, where Lewis found it more fitting. However, there is no 
hard evidence of Lewis’s authorisation of some of the textual changes which 
crept in alongside this grafting, and considering the tight deadlines Harcourt 
was working to, it cannot be ruled out that Lewis’s American publisher, 
Montgomery Belgion, padded the text out. Satire and Fiction, I think, attests to 
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what an engaged Lewisian Belgion was, and Edwards’s Black Sparrow version 
maintained the defeasible position that Lewis was content with the revisions. 
Oxford University Press, by contrast, has restored the English text to authority. 

Personally, I prefer the English text. Lewis wastes the American preface 
mapping TWM out like a child’s gamebook—“turn to this page, then that.” 
This was the approach he had taken when introducing his publishers to The 
Man of the World (when TWM was shuffled in amongst the behemoth), and 
they were right to groan and can the work for being condescending, fatuous, 
and gimcrack. The English preface is a vastly superior form of provocation, 
working borrowings from the continental anti-Bergsonian discourse of Lewis’s 
youth into a grim, dutiful admonitory business on contemporary themes, all 
the while partaking in the form of apologia for ‘a certain illiberality’ in the 
argument. The Oxford University Press edition houses TWM in a sumptuous 
format which would have impressed the visual intelligence of Lewis. It also 
separates out manuscript textual variants (excluding The Enemy drafts, unlike 
the Black Sparrow edition). I have already found use for some of these when 
considering Lewis’s developing intention with the text. 

Edwards’s ‘Afterword’ largely reinforces the reading he gave in the 1993 
Black Sparrow edition and Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer. It does not 
have quite the same fluidity and candour of the Black Sparrow “Afterword.” 
The earlier commentary still delicately follows the interplay between text and 
expert reader—of natural suggestion and erudite resolution—and serves as a 
kind of induction into the process of critical reading which is so important to 
teach if people are to feel comfortable with Lewis’s beguiling and enlightened 
texts. Perhaps Edwards was somewhat limited by the Aristarchian standards 
of Oxford University Press. Nevertheless, Edwards’s points of reference—
Daniel Schenker, Erik Bachman, and Lewis’s Thomist contemporary Martin 
D’Arcy—point to an entrenched preoccupation with Lewis’s notion of God. “I 
favour the Divine,” Lewis wrote to Hugh Kenner towards the end of his life 
in 1955. It is laudable that Edwards continues to suggest that God may be the 
key to effectively unstudied texts like The Childermass and The Apes of God. 
For whilst many of us will bemoan the difficulty of grappling with Lewisian 
nonfiction, very few of us will confess just how much more difficult it is to write 
convincingly about the other half. Edwards’s new TWM is to be applauded not 
only because it is a condensation of a lifetime of knowledge and experience 
in a field of study which we owe to his efforts, but because we now open the 
Collected Works with the one text that Lewis spent his lifetime exhorting us to 
be students of. 



	

Book Review
Wyndham Lewis and British Art Rock:

a Practicological Modernism
by Thomas Keller

Thomas Keller, Wyndham Lewis and British Art Rock: a Practicological 
Modernism. (Narr Francke Attempto Verlag, 2024), 328pp. £54.00 (Hbk)1

Reviewed by David A. Wragg

First things first. All Lewis scholars, and indeed anyone interested in Lewis 
beyond the superficial, should read this book for two main reasons: a) 
Keller’s use of what some may find a somewhat contentious theoretical 

apparatus; and b) his remarks on Lewis’s work, which are apropos, insightful 
and, along with the rest of his text, very readable. I guess one could argue that 
scholars of a certain kind of shifting ground for ‘popular’ music (I don’t like this 
word, but it will do for the moment) might also benefit from being introduced 
to Lewis as an influence on a medium about which he himself had little to say!

Let’s take this in order. Keller wants to connect some characteristics of 
Lewis’s work with ‘art rock’—the definition of which I’ll come to later. To 
understand how this is done, it’s necessary to understand the implications of the 
rhizome, that thing often found in lists of terms that separate modernism from 
postmodernism in order to typologise something that is far more complicated 
than a series of binary oppositions. Without getting bogged down with Deleuze 
and Guattari, a rhizome is a botanical term referring to plants with a horizontal 
stem that propagates from its nodes; instead of growing upwards, it spreads out 
underground (bamboo is a good example—watch out if you have one in your 
garden).2 

This is important: given Lewis’s penchant for binary oppositions, arguably 
governed by the Art : : Life pronouncements in Blast 1, the idea of the 
rhizome usefully draws attention not only to the instability of the oppositions 
themselves, but also to how they break down when disseminated through 
culture. This, I take it, based on serial discussions of the Lewis Reading Group, 
is the connection with Jameson’s Fables of Aggression, insofar as Jameson’s brand 
of theoretically overdetermined post/Marxism stands on the ground of History 
itself as a definitive category. So we immediately encounter a familiar problem 
of how texts and contexts may be read symptomatically for a dynamic ground 
of meaning.3 To put this into some sort of perspective, I would recommend that 
readers begin with Keller’s ‘Conclusion: The Moronic Inferno of Modernity’. 

    103



104		  Journal of Wyndham Lewis Studies

Keller’s notion of the deconstructive relationships between ‘purity’ and 
‘impurity’ (or hybridity) does well to recognise that what some of us have 
referred to over the years as Lewis’s ‘detachment’ from circumjacent reality 
raises all kinds of questions about how critical activity operates in practice. For 
example, Lewis thought that satire represented objective truth, but this is really 
a convenient trope for achieving some sort of critical distance. (It’s also, of 
course, a reflexive literary device—see, for example, The Apes of God.) Keller’s 
destination here—and at this point one wonders if his thesis is a paradoxical 
teleology of Lewis’s rhizomic influence—is what I take to be the meta-language 
of punk, as found in the music and social orientation of Wire, John Foxx, and 
David Bowie. Again, more of this below. I say paradoxical teleology because, for 
Keller, Wire et al. are outcomes of rhizomic influences which help to illuminate 
Lewis’s texts. So, Lewis’s insistence on a spatial aesthetics comes undone when 
historiography achieves a sort of reverse temporal continuity. But even the 
word ‘continuity’ seems inadequate when influences are worked on in such a 
way that transposition changes identities: the mediums of Vorticist painting 
and art rock are not exactly coterminous, even if, for Keller, they share certain 
characteristics as responses to lived experience in what Habermas would call 
the lifeworld (lebenswelt); a sort of post/Husserlian phenomenology of the 
things people do in the socio-material situations that ‘produce’ them in the 
first place. 

I should slow down a bit here. For the moment we must register the 
importance of Bruno Latour’s ‘practicology’ in We Have Never Been Modern 
(1993) and Elizabeth Bronfen’s idea of ‘crossmapping’. In Latour’s case a modern 
trend towards compartmentalisation (somewhat analogous to Habermas’s idea 
of modernity’s autological spheres of knowledge activity) can be correlated with 
its opposite: where ‘different ensembles of practices promoting the constant 
spreading of hybrids through the everyday reality of modern life’ (22) occur. 
For critical purposes everything here depends on how this dynamic is set up; 
for Keller, “purification as the other integral part of modernity constantly 
acts as a regressive counterpart to hybridization” (22). Already one can see 
how ‘art rock’, in its Foucauldian situation within networks of power and 
influence, might have some relation to Lewis’s blasts against conformity, even 
while the Blast publications draw on the networks they critique—for example 
in the use of newspaper banner headlines. In short, ideas of normativity, 
oppression, subjugation, and so on, generate counter-discourses, some of 
these in the general category of art. The “irresolvable dialectical struggle” 
(23) thus occurring lies at the heart of critique (in an extreme form resulting 
in Adorno’s ‘negative dialectics’, brought about when repression all but takes 
over consciousness in the culture industry). This scenario is then connected 
to Bronfen’s crossmapping, “as a practice of productive reading that allows 
one to juxtapose ‘figures of thought and image formulas for which no simple 
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or unequivocal intertextual relation can be determined’ as a means ‘to draw 
our critical attention to similarities between aesthetic formalizations that have 
remained overlooked or uncharted’” (14). 

This is undoubtedly vertiginous, a bit like opening a door onto modernity 
‘itself ’. But there is no point in being literal minded here. If I understand it correctly, 
Keller argues that critical reception is trapped in a sort of phenomenological 
maelstrom where connections and disconnections are always in spin and where 
the practice of drawing boundaries around things is provisional. But then we 
have to ask about argumentative necessity where connections between Lewis 
and art rock are found. Just how far can connections between Lewis and music 
be taken anyway? For example, is there a case for saying that Lewis’s sometimes 
impossible to determine sentences are rhizomically connected to prog rock in 
the form of Jon Anderson’s lyrics for Yes? 

Lewis, from ‘The Yard’, ‘Enemy of the Stars’, Blast 1:

Rouge mask in alluminum mirror, sunset’s grimace through the night.
A leaden gob, slipped at zenith, first drop of violent night, 
spreads cataclysmically in harsh water of coming. Caustic Reckett’s 
stain.4 

Anderson, from ‘And You and I’, on Close to the Edge: 

A man conceived a moment’s answer to the dream  
Staying the flowers daily, sensing all the themes  
As a foundation left to create the spiral aim  
A movement regained and regarded both the same  
All complete in the sight of seeds of life with you

Presumably, Keller would argue for a certain kind of critically motivated 
irruptive sentence construction in Lewis that is not found in Anderson’s 
poetic formulation, or in Yes’s music. Still, one is entitled to ask, why art rock 
in particular? And if the aim is to chart the uncharted, what kind of critical 
colonialism is underway in Bronfen’s crossmapping? Isn’t cartography itself a bit 
dodgy these days? Or does that counter-mapping (e.g., challenges to Mercator’s 
projections of the globe) at least permit us to re-see the constructions of 
reality on behalf of self-serving knowledge? But then, what kind of awareness 
does the rhizome, as a cognitive figure, ask us to accept? I do sympathise 
with Keller: mounting a thesis on some sort of theoretical admixture always 
leaves something out of the picture in the mise-en-abyme of meta-narrative 
accountability. Relatedly, having set up his thesis, to what extent does Keller 
have to privilege certain aspects of Lewis’s works that might be countermanded 
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by others? I absolutely agree that Vorticist art is impure and hybridised in its 
dialogical relation to Cubism and Futurism (in the same way that ‘analytical’ 
Cubism is dialogically related to Cézanne, and so on), but does this underplay 
Lewis’s opposition on behalf of a spatial aesthetics to Bergson and the time 
mind in Time and Western Man? This is another way of asking: If the rhizome 
spreads its roots anywhere and everywhere, does Keller ask us to abandon 
previous maps of modernism altogether; and if not altogether, what stays and 
what goes?5 For example, what are the implications of rhizomic propagation for 
Clement Greenberg’s theory of autotelic abstract modernist painting? 

Lewis scholars won’t need my help to work their way through Keller’s 
sections on Lewis’s works, so it may be useful if I concentrate on the art 
rock connections. Perhaps the easiest way of approaching Keller’s thesis 
here is through his remarks on David Bowie, because they illuminate how 
connections between Lewis and art rock may be made. Reasonably enough, 
Keller takes The Revenge for Love to be a parable about political epistemology, 
and uses the novel’s original title, ‘False Bottoms’, as a key. Here is Keller’s 
defining paragraph: 

A reading of Wyndham Lewis’s novel The Revenge for Love juxtaposed 
with the post-heroic art rock theater of David Bowie will show how 
both present a simultaneously sober and regretful requiem to a grand, 
heroic vision of both art and the figure of the artist. In both cases, the 
impossibility of realizing a grand notion of art in a fundamentally 
artless and vulgar modern reality is acknowledged. In conjunction 
with the unfashionable valorization of artisanal skill discussed in the 
second chapter, this post-heroic view of art as a set of concrete and 
adaptable survival strategies results, in its stead, in a new conception of 
the artists as a shrewd and dextrous faker. (36)

I should point out here that Lewis’s notorious volte face in The Demon 
of Progress and the Arts rejects his previous ‘extremism’ which, somewhat 
perversely, might persuade us to take said term seriously, as an attempt to 
subvert existing cultural norms, including those of fellow modernists, such as 
Clive Bell in ‘The Aesthetic Hypothesis’. So the obvious question: Would Keller 
have us see the Vorticist Lewis as “a shrewd and dextrous faker”? Granted, the 
Blast publications tend to undo their own binary oppositions (how do the blesses 
work if their identities are part of normative culture, except by abstracting some 
of their qualities—e.g., the work of hairdressers?), but this is surely based on the 
Vorticist as some sort of modernist hero; the one who exists at the still point of 
the vortex, thereby to gather the energies of modernity for a capitalised value of 
Art. If not, Art is at best ambiguous, rather than declamatory of its own lack of 
credibility in “a fundamentally artless and vulgar modern reality”. Is this quite 
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the same as Bowie’s shape-shifting survivalist personae, having their cakes and 
eating them from within the medium—the pop music machine—that is supposedly 
one of the agencies of a generalised ‘vulgarity’ and its associated terms?6 I wonder 
what Frank Zappa would have to say about Keller’s thesis. There is a crucial issue 
here (which is also relevant to Zappa’s satirical adventures): If the world is as bad 
as Keller thinks (and is it?), don’t we need something to put over against it? (Any 
readers who would like to offer candidates are reminded that the Wyndham Lewis 
Society website has a blog space.) Doesn’t Bowie’s adoption of personae merely enact 
a problem, and revel in it? If Bowie became such a huge influence, how do we read 
this in the context of online influencers, the fashion industry, fake news, corporate 
dishonesty, political spin, doctored CVs, and so on? Bowie may not have been a 
cynic (argues Keller), but is this enough to guarantee critical acumen? If Bowie had 
“no pretensions of being anything but a faker” (194), where does this leave us in an 
era when all the heroes have died? What hope emerges from Bowie’s work? 

My other complaint about Keller’s thoughts on art rock is its relative lack of 
musical analysis. How are Bowie’s personae connected to the materials of his music; 
the harmonic and rhythmic structures he uses to articulate his fakery? Are we to 
suppose that the generic ingredients of pop music are part of the critical process? 
(Zappa’s doo-wop album Cruising with Ruben and the Jets was supposedly inspired 
by his real affection for the style, though this may also come with scare quotes). 
One could analyse Bowie’s music down to individual chords and their voicings, 
but it’s not clear to me how far this would help us. For example, the introductory 
measures of Bowie’s ‘Suffragette City’ (from Keller’s exemplary album Ziggy 
Stardust and the Spiders from Mars) employ a stock pop/rock chord progression, 
A–F–G, with no doubt about the home key. The fact that a YouTube video tutorial 
from ProGuitarShopDemos can describe what follows as ‘a really unique chord 
progression’ has to be seen in the context of rock’s often limited harmonic ambitions 
(cf. Steely Dan’s use of compound chords and rather more ‘unique’ progressions in, 
say, ‘Babylon Sisters’, from Gaucho, where jazz was an influence). If critique can 
only survive by illustrating its own engulfment, we are, as they say, in deep shit. I 
would argue that identifying Bowie’s fakery is the start of a critical process, not an 
end stop in crossmapping. For all his critical circumlocutions, Lewis seems to me 
to have a deeply serious concern about modernity’s identities and how to represent 
them, so I presume that by the time we get to Bowie, this is no longer possible 
because fakery has taken over. In his discussion of Wire, Keller mentions what 
became almost a modus operandi for Art & Language: the problem of how to go 
on. One ‘solution’ (Jeff Koons would be an example) has been to take the modernist 
piss out of your postmodernist framing conditions by exemplifying them. (Not so 
much closing time in the gardens of the West as an impossible search for the gates.) 
Is Bowie mourning for what’s been lost, or is such mourning just another myth 
about holism, authenticity, and other more wholesome ingredients when critique 
was still possible via a separation of itself from its objects? 
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And yet  .  .  . Keller’s attempts to rescue us from this impasse are, in these 
circumstances, necessarily convoluted. If Ziggy Stardust does indeed retain a kind 
of “late 1960s utopian rock it had ridiculed so far” (196—see the remarks on ‘Rock 
‘n’ Roll Suicide’), “this outburst of excessive theatricality simultaneously comes 
across as insincere and fake. Bluntly put, by utterly overacting the pose, Bowie 
simultaneously points to the fallacious logic behind it.” So it seems that modernism 
survives after all, at least insofar as it was capable, in its post/modern guise, of 
distinguishing between faux critique and the real thing. (If I sigh at this point, you 
won’t be able to tell if it arises from exasperation or relief.)

It goes without saying that a review of this kind for the JWLS cannot do justice 
to a thesis so rich as Keller’s, but there’s one further point I’d like to raise. Rhizomic 
bamboos don’t tend to become apple trees, so Keller’s comparison of Lewis’s visual 
art to art rock raises some hoary and thorny questions about how we get from one to 
the other, further complicating the difficulty facing interdisciplinary Lewis scholars 
when they deal with his various media, and the autological critical protocols of 
reception. Keller’s discussion of Lewis’s Circus Scene (1914, M160),7 “where we 
can recognize several intersections between Lewis’s aptitudes and interests and 
those of Bowie” (191), is noteworthy in this context. Keller says that Lewis had a 
lifelong interest in the stage, that the work is an example of folk art (undermining 
a ‘highbrow’ view of art), and that its depiction of physicality is both absurdist and 
conflicted: “the human and animal figures in the composition are abstracted into 
puppet-like shapes and the sharp diagonal and rounded lines not only suggest a 
strong sense of movement and dynamism, but also one of unyielding rigidity and 
order” (191). This last is in keeping with established Lewis scholarship8 and, to 
my mind, chimes with Lewis’s aporetic desire to deploy energy at the still point 
of the vortex. Keller thinks that Lewis’s choice of colour from the cool end of the 
blue spectrum indicates “detachment,” so “the drawing is thus less an unabashed 
celebration of circus artistry and clearly more of an analytical and ambivalent 
reflection of it,” where Lewis’s point is to reflect upon the “commodified nature of 
circus entertainment as a whole” and thus “the commodified nature of the artwork 
itself ” (192). Whether or not this was Lewis’s intention is beside the present point, 
which is how this reading is connected to Bowie and his music. As I previously 
mentioned, the possibilities of applied rhizomology and crossmatching seem open 
ended, but how do they operate across media and across time? In fact, the only 
substantial connections turn out to be that Lewis and Bowie share a sense of the 
absurd, and of artifice.

We are back here with Latour’s desire to re-make historiography for the sake of 
an under-recognised dimension of modernity (the problem of Nature’s identities) 
and what ingredients and connections can then be made. And whatever its rhizomic 
merits, the issue of how to re-form modern meta-narratives looms large in Keller’s 
argument. How do we ground assertions of connectedness, especially when we 
are dealing with ambiguities, contradictions, reflexiveness, multiple identities, and 
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questions of what it means to take things seriously in the face of absurdity? This is 
finally Keller’s killer question when he ends up telling us that 

the moronic inferno of modernity is seen as a given empirical reality to 
which, in an absurdist or tragicomic sense, one is inextricably tied as an 
active participant. The only viable survival strategy in this disadvanta-
geous and imperfect reality is thus to respond to it with equally muddled 
situational practices. It is this concern and anxiety about how to survive 
in modernity that, roughly a century since Lewis launched the Vorticist 
movement, seems to have persisted by leading a productive afterlife in oth-
er fields of British culture and, while not offering a particularly nice or 
appealing point of view, seems nevertheless a relevant one in the ongoing 
modern reality of the twenty-first century. (284–85) 

Of course, one could give up the search for the ding an sich by making that 
search absurd (as in Beckett’s Godot, or Krapp’s Last Tape). And I suppose one 
could connect The Revenge for Love to Lewis’s Self-Condemned on this basis. Or one 
could hold up, say, Marshall McLuhan as a hero for understanding the potentials of 
electronic media, so that analysis lives on along the narrow path between anironic 
explication and ironic demonstration. It’s a question not just of what we take to 
be real, but of what we choose to believe in—critical practice included—that has 
become increasingly fraught, as Keller’s text makes abundantly clear. 
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Endnotes

1	 This review is based on the version of Keller's book which can be found online: https://library.
oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/88105

2	 The figure of the rhizome has implications for educational practices. See, for example, 		
Drumm. 

3	 Jameson's colonising of theoretical perspectives attempts to stabilise, ultimately through the 
term 'fascist', a secure identity for Lewis across selected parts of his oeuvre where, I would argue, 
no sufficient continuity exists. However ingenious Jameson's argument, the untheorized history 
'itself ' tends to close off debate about historiography. Arguably, Jameson's real subject in Fables 
is how the rhizomic potentials of his theoretical admixtures can be controlled for the sake of his 
own literary-political ideology. 

4	 See Dasenbrock chapter 4, “Lewis’s Enemy of the Stars and Modernism’s Attack on Narrative.”
5	 From the perspective of the Anthropocene, I have every sympathy with Latour’s remarks about 

what the mapping of modernity has repressed and distorted in our understanding of Nature’s 
identities.

6	 I am reminded here of Adorno’s critiques of Stravinsky’s neo-classicism, castigated because 
Schoenberg’s twelve-tone system exemplified the reified nature of modernity. For Adorno, 
Stravinsky’s neo-classicism was a kind of posturing that failed to engage with modernity’s depre-
dations—a kind of postmodernism avant la lettre perhaps. 

7	 Michel (Plate 24).
8	 For example, see Durman and Munton.
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David Cruickshank, The Grotesque Modernist Body: Gothic Horror and Carni-
val Satire in Art and Writing (Palgrave Macmillan, 2024), 276pp. £99.00 (Hbk)

Reviewed by Benjamin Bruce

This illuminating book offers a thorough account of the history of the 
grotesque as reflected in the work of four modernist writers: Joseph 
Conrad, Wyndham Lewis, T. S. Eliot, and Djuna Barnes. Clear and 

intelligently written, chapter 1 offers an overview of the field, taking us from 
“the term ‘grottesche’ [. . .] first coined during the Italian Renaissance” (4) as 
Cruickshank says, through to Swift, Horace Walpole, and Henry James. The 
chapter takes as its touchstones the complementary work of Mikhail Bakhtin 
and Wolfgang Kayser whilst offering nods to the work of Julia Kristeva and 
Geoffrey Galt Harpham’s On the Grotesque (1982). The author believes that 
“few critics have made an explicit connection between the grotesque and 
modernism itself ” (11) and in this volume works to remedy the issue, discussing 
the grotesque and its central concern with bodies, marionettes, masks, and the 
hybrid human.

Chapter 2 explores Conrad’s work, specifically Heart of Darkness (1902), 
The Secret Agent (1907), and Under Western Eyes (1911). Cruickshank finds 
several different forms of grotesquerie in these works and shows how Conrad 
uses ideas of puppetry and marionettes so that the revolutionaries of Under 
Western Eyes are transformed into “living puppets” or “resurrected corpses that 
unseat human reason” (27). ‘Madame de S’ is undoubtedly human but becomes 
indissolubly linked with the inhuman and mechanical such that the novelist 
calls this aristocratic revolutionary “a galvanised corpse out of some Hoffman’s 
Tale” (44). In this analysis Cruickshank finds much that is similar to Wyndham 
Lewis’s vision of humanity. 

Chapter 3, ‘Wyndham Lewis’, primarily discusses four works, The Wild 
Body (1927), the revised Tarr (1928), The Apes of God (1930), and The Revenge 
for Love (1934). It is a chapter centred on the notion that ‘[h]uman expression is 
an artificial façade that tries […] to conceal the unthinking automatism behind’ 
(84), one created out of “the all-controlling capitalist system of modernity” 
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(79). While Lewis builds on Conrad’s textual concepts of automatism, as an 
artist Cruickshank sees him developing ideas of vision and non-vision in which 
the eye becomes as problematic as it does in the work of Georges Bataille and 
blindness only frees the individual into imaginative sight. It is this that allows 
the artist to see Lady Fredigonde Follett in The Apes of God not as a whole body 
but as a series of mechanical parts: reticulated eaves, arcs, and plates (104).

Chapter 4 turns to T. S. Eliot and a study of his juvenilia through to ‘Preludes’ 
and ‘Rhapsody on a Windy Night’ (both 1917). Eliot is described, surprisingly, 
as “a philosopher comedian” (142) who follows Conrad and Lewis in developing 
the idea of the puppet or marionette while adopting a judicious use of the 
French Symbolists, Edgar Allan Poe, and Darwinian thought. Cruickshank sees 
this particularly in the figure of ‘Sweeney’, a human figure ‘sliding backwards 
into animality’ in the poet’s verse (158). The critic shows how Eliot negotiated 
ideas of the mass and the city, making “the relationship between society and 
individual manifest” since the city is a metaphorical body (178).

Chapter 5, on Barnes, is possibly the most significant since it seeks to upturn 
some of the ideas of the male modernist grotesque and considers three texts, 
The Book of Repulsive Women (1918), Ryder (1924), and Nightwood (1936). 
Cruickshank believes that Barnes’s writing works to “free the abject female 
body from patriarchal (and capitalist) structures of control” (184) whereas 
male novelists have sought only to dominate and systematise that body. The 
difference between Barnes and the male writers under discussion is, for the 
author, that Barnes embraces the idea of animality whereas Conrad or Lewis 
see it as a part of humanity’s decline into the bestial. Cruickshank believes that 
Barnes’s “naturalistic, animal-female bodies provide a utopian alternative to 
male “reality” by inverting it” (197). Cruickshank cites the strange female being 
in Barnes’s Ryder, ‘the Cheerful’, which refuses to be either human or animal, 
instead incorporating both.

This is a book of immense learning and intelligence. Each chapter serves as 
a discrete study of the grotesque in diverse contexts and offers fresh perspectives 
on an underexplored aspect of the work of key modernist writers. Each chapter 
might have gone further in its exploration of how the writers directed their 
work against commodity capitalism and the popular, because this is a claim 
frequently made that is left a little vague. What elements of capitalism most 
inflamed Lewis and what events of the early twentieth century led Conrad into 
his social critique? Even so, Cruickshank persuades the reader that there is a 
definite modernist grotesque. This is an innovative, well-researched book that 
makes an important contribution to modernist studies and will likely become 
a point of reference for anyone interested in the grotesque in the twentieth 
century. 
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David Shackleton, British Modernism and the Anthropocene: 
Experiments with Time (Oxford University Press, 2023), 226pp. £65.00 
(Hbk)

Reviewed by Alberto Andrés Calvo

David Shackleton’s British Modernism and the Anthropocene: 
Experiments with Time is a significant contribution to the extensive 
academic discourse on modernist conceptions of time. In its attempt 

to turn “away from private individual consciousness as the privileged site of 
temporality to forms of time that can bring a community together in a shared 
sense of time and history” (Shackleton 6), the book fits neatly with earlier 
efforts to scrutinise modernist preoccupations with time not as a private 
and subjective experience but as a historical and ideological construct. Such 
a reframing will be a familiar one for modernist scholars, but what makes 
Shackleton’s intervention innovative is his employment of this re-examination 
to explore the ecological politics of modernist fiction.

Shackleton’s inclusion of H. G. Wells in chapter 1 is a welcome one, as is 
his reference to Wells’s lesser-studied historical writing. By reading his time-
travelling narratives as an attempt to situate human agency within deep time, 
Shackleton highlights Wells’s concern with what we now call the Anthropocene. 
Chapter 2 reads D. H. Lawrence’s Women in Love (1920) and Lady Chatterley’s 
Lover (1928) through Nietzsche’s theory of eternal recurrence, mounting a 
strong case for Lawrence not as a reactionary enemy of modernity but as a 
novelist with a genuine concern for the destructive effects of coal mining and 
the implementation of industrial labour-time.

The book is at its strongest when foregrounding the authors’ conceptions 
of time through close reading. Shackleton’s examination of subjectivity in 
Olive Moore’s Spleen (1930) in chapter 3 shows how experimental modernisms 
register wider social and historical problems through form. In chapter 4, his 
superb reading of the ‘Time Passes’ section in To The Lighthouse (1927) sheds 
light on Woolf ’s narrative representations of war, and his interpretation of 
Between the Acts (1941) offers an insightful account of the novel’s concerns 
with the preservation of the English countryside and British imperialism in 
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Ireland. The final chapter makes use of Jonathan Flatley’s concept of Modernist 
melancholia to show how Anna’s states of distraction in Voyage in the Dark 
open up “a type of countermourning for social and environmental losses 
suffered in the Caribbean” (Shackleton 159).

Shackleton’s argument that the ecological politics of his chosen modernist 
authors are intrinsically linked to their manifold conceptions of time is a 
persuasive one. His claim that the novels he analyses can ‘open new possibilities 
of political action’ (Shackleton 14) is less convincing (it’s hard to imagine 
someone putting down Lady Chatterley’s Lover to blow up a pipeline), although 
this should be seen less as a personal oversight and more as a strategic effort 
to position the book within that pervasive academic shift by which critical 
readings of fiction ought to be justified by their practical, real-life applications.

British Modernism and the Anthropocene finds an unlikely companion in 
Wyndham Lewis’s Time and Western Man (1927), recently republished in a 
thorough critical edition edited by Paul Edwards (see Alexander Alfred Scott’s 
book review for a longer appraisal of this text). Whilst their end goals are 
obviously very different, both Shackleton and Lewis share a preoccupation with 
the ideologies behind modernist notions of that “eel-like concept” (Lewis 26) 
called time, as well as a wariness of early twentieth-century ideas of progress. 
Lewis’s caustic attacks on Anglophone modernism can help us to situate his 
fiction within a different kind of modernism, one more in line with the dialogical 
tradition of the continent—see Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities 
(1930–43)—than with the exhaustive explorations of individual consciousness 
of his English-speaking contemporaries. Furthermore, as argued in this critical 
edition’s foreword, Time and Western Man should be regarded as a trailblazing 
inquiry into the politics of modernism. Lewis would undoubtedly be horrified 
by this statement, but in his relentless assault on subjective time, he arguably 
anticipates Marxist critiques of modernist politics, particularly Lukács’s ‘The 
Ideology of Modernism’.

Paul Edwards’s foreword and his notes to this edition of Time and 
Western Man are invaluable, particularly when it comes to tackling the 
overwhelmingly allusive second and third parts, in which discussions 
of Russell, Nietzsche, and Einstein are intermingled with references to 
Irving Berlin, the history of magic, and American comic strips. Edwards 
provides essential clarity on the more demanding chapters of the text 
while simultaneously illustrating one of Lewis’s biggest strengths as a 
political and philosophical commentator, namely the remarkably wide 
net he cast over early twentieth-century culture. Not only is this edition 
a joy to read, but it should also become the go-to version of Time and 
Western Man for scholars of Lewis and modernism alike.
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Reviewed by Cooper Casale

Readers of the JWLS, who are undoubtedly familiar with Lewis’s 
remarkable ability to parody and excoriate his peers’ writing without 
a touch of the sunny warmth of self-awareness, may find Davison’s 

suggestion in Modernist Parody: Imitation, Origination, and Experimentation 
in Early Twentieth-Century Literature (2023) that parody’s “long-standing 
association with low seriousness has led to its being significantly overlooked 
and under-theorized in criticism of high modernism” (4) a bit strange. Yet 
Davison’s ability to defamiliarise parody, to unfold its many contradictions, 
multivalences, and affronts in an impressive array of canonical and semi-
obscure modernist works she examines, makes our pretention to a certain 
familiarity with modernist parody feel undeserved. Davison’s motivation for 
such a study is not only to trouble our familiarity with parody but also to trouble 
postmodernism’s claim to parody. She aims to rescue parody and pastiche 
from mere symptoms (as Marxian critics often condemn them) and from mere 
deconstruction (as postmodern critics often fetishise them). Instead, Davison’s 
book “recognizes parody as a mode that makes a comedy of refunctioning 
codes and systems of reference, irrespective of whatever other cultural work 
it might be performing” (35). By avoiding the normative value judgements 
that Davison shows have long haunted and damaged the study of parody, 
Davison develops a more rigorous, dialectical approach to examining parody 
as neither critical nor symptomatic but rather dialogic, for parody occurs over 
and above, as Lewis writes in BLAST 1, “action and reaction” (qtd. in Davison 
109), blasting and blessing. At the same time, this same aversion to normative 
judgements may also disable a more capacious study of the ethical and colonial 
dimensions of parody, especially when so many of the book’s central figures’ 
conservativism, anti-bolshevism, and even fascism are so well known. Whilst 
Michael North’s The Dialect of Modernism does an immense amount of work 
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to explore some of these problematic dimensions on the book’s behalf, the lack 
of sustained discussion of these dimensions (save a few scattered passages in 
chapter 5) feels strange and even a bit distracting. Even so, the book overcomes 
these omissions in its rich, detailed, and very often entertaining accounts of a 
catalogue of modernists on their worst behaviour, which is usually when they 
are doing their best writing.

Chapter 1 provides an impressive and comprehensive history of parody in 
many of its historical appearances and generic guises. The chapter is especially 
interested in the ways parody appears in history both as a form of legitimate 
discourse and as lowbrow regression. Parody solicits laughter as much as it 
invites serious and sustained inquiry. What makes the modernist period 
especially worthy as a case study of parody (as Davison argues in chapter 
2) is that so many of its best artists were often unsure of their own parodic 
intent, uncertain of whether their work, which “reinflect[ed] past literatures 
through parody and pastiche in order to preserve their beauty and establish 
continuity” (76), gained or lost ground. The book’s chief figures—Pound, Eliot, 
Lewis, Joyce, Woolf—constantly confront the membrane between their own 
sense of themselves as innovators and others’ sense of them as hacks, phonies, 
and try-hards. The best of the modernist avant-gardists sense their place in 
literary history, but they are unable to interpret it. Are they laughing or being 
laughed at? Is the parodist the object of someone else’s parody? Is the parodist 
the victim of their own parody? 

This perspectival distortion, Davison argues, is “so fundamental to avant-
garde modernist experimentation that it should be considered constitutive” 
(120) of a high modernism that pins literary history to the wall of an elaborate 
inside joke. Of particular note is Davison’s examination (in chapter 4) of the 
Spectrism hoax in which poets Witter Bynner and Arthur Davison Ficke, two 
of the avant-garde’s discontents, published a scathing book of imitations of 
avant-garde poetics called Spectra: A Book of Poetic Experiments. The short 
volume of so-called Spectrist poems was so compelling a forgery of the avant-
garde poetics Bynner and Ficke resented in Pound’s work that it managed to 
fool even modernism’s greatest poetic tastemakers, including Harriet Monroe. 
At the same time, the joke fell hardest on Bynner and Ficke, who “found—as 
conservative practitioners are apt to find—that they could not retain control 
of the joke” (125). The inside joke ejects its authors. Bynner and Ficke did not 
catch the avant-garde with its pants down but rather reaffirmed that parody was 
always already immanent to the avant-garde. Spectrism, in forging a pastiche 
of the modernist avant-garde, had merely reaffirmed it, had made it real. Ficke’s 
sad confession to Bynner that “some of my best work is in Spectra” (qtd. in 
Davison 125) is one of the book’s most enlightening passages. Davison asserts 
pastiche, parody, and imitation as the other side of the real thing.
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The book is at its best when it makes Bynners and Fickes out of modernism’s 
more canonical writers. Davison’s examination of Eliot in chapter 5, for 
instance, is far and away the book’s most impressive chapter. Davison, in her 
rigorous treatment of the impossibly well-tread ground of The Waste Land, 
adds to the immense critical discussion of the poem an astonishing portrait 
of Eliot not as a genius but as a fool—a kind of blundering, sophomoric 
prankster whose interest in the poetics of blackface minstrelsy often overran 
his so-called serious work. Eliot’s “mask of erudition is won with a grinning 
and insinuating insolence worthy of a performer in blackface minstrelsy or 
music hall” (158). Pound’s advice not to send Joyce his minstrel poems lest he 
scandalise Joyce’s “sabbatarian” mind feels especially pathetic, as though Pound 
were trying to save Eliot a bit of embarrassment not because Eliot’s minstrel 
poems were racist (would anything be further from Pound’s mind?), but rather 
because they were bad poetry. That Eliot ignored Pound’s advice feels doubly 
pathetic, winning Eliot his inclusion in Joyce’s Finnegans Wake as “idiot” (qtd. 
in Davison 184). The reader gets a sense of Eliot not as the erudite poet and 
critic but as the schoolboy who can hardly keep from bursting into giggles at 
the idea of showing his peers the awful doodles he keeps in his backpack. Eliot 
the parodist is Eliot the parody. He does not tell jokes; he is the joke. In sharp 
contrast, Davison portrays Lewis’s suffocating relationship with parody, his 
vast catalogue of ad hominem attacks, and his burning hostility towards so 
many of his contemporaries as a defence against ever becoming the butt of 
the joke as Eliot does (although Joyce’s treatment of Lewis as a key feature of 
the impossibly pretentious and pedantic Shaun character in Finnegans Wake 
suggests there is no armour that defends totally against mockery). Further, 
whilst Davison does not treat Lewis’s final novel, Self Condemned, one may 
read that book as a case of Lewis disarming himself: a self-parody in which 
the warmth of self-awareness kisses Lewis’s blind eyes and melts the novel’s 
empty, snowy world. Parody won this dawning self-awareness, this “new and 
acutely self-conscious awareness of [modernism’s] situatedness in history” 
(251), which Davison reclaims on the parodist’s behalf. 





	

Book Review

Satiric Modernism
by Kevin Rulo

Kevin Rulo, Satiric Modernism (Clemson University Press/ Liverpool Univer-
sity Press, 2021), 288pp. £91.60 (Hbk)

Reviewed by Michael Shallcross

Kevin Rulo’s ambitious, nuanced, and insightful monograph, Satiric 
Modernism  proceeds from three interlinked premises. First, that an 
unresolved tension lies at the heart of modernist writers’ engagement 

with modernity, located in their urge both to “explore and resist [an] emerging 
world” from which they feel considerable “alienation and yet of which they 
nonetheless regard themselves as being a part” (5). Second, that the literary 
“strategies and techniques” via which these writers express this “ambivalence” 
(5) are unified by an emphasis upon “travesty; caricature; invective; typing; and 
the ‘ludic’” (18)—in short, by the tools of satire. Third, that the literary results 
of this practice deviate tangibly from older satirical forms and can therefore be 
classified as a specifically “satiric modernism,” recognisable for its distinctive 
“pessimism, its crisis rhetoric, its mechanisms of irresolution,” and most of all, 
its “Janus-like instability” (18, 22).  

Given this set of initial standpoints, it should be unsurprising to find 
Wyndham Lewis emerging as one of the book’s central figures, alongside 
his fellow ‘Men of 1914’--T. S. Eliot, James Joyce, and Ezra Pound—whose 
individual and collective literary endeavours dominate the first three chapters 
of Satiric Modernism. If this initially sounds like a tour of well-mapped terrain, 
Rulo consistently reveals intriguing new perspectives by teasing out the orbital 
relationships of influence that a range of minor, often critically overlooked, 
authors possessed with the more celebrated high-modernist quad. 

This dynamic is established from the book’s opening line, which plunges 
the reader straight into the biography of Eliot’s early philosophical influence, 
Irving Babbitt. Babbitt’s advocacy of new critical forms founded upon “‘keen 
and crisp discriminations [and] hatred,’—‘in other words … satire’” (4) 
presents a proto-Lewisian path into an opening chapter that explores the major 
literary endeavours of the young Lewis and Pound: their collaboration on 
BLAST (1914-15), and Pound’s composition of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley (1920). 
Rulo interprets BLAST as a double-edged exercise in “ritualized invective,” 
in which an apparently targeted bombardment is consistently subjected to a 

    119



120		  Journal of Wyndham Lewis Studies

“ludic dispersal [...] blasting even the authors themselves” (41). Meanwhile, a 
fresh approach to Pound’s London years is established via the series of “quite 
fascinating convergences” (61) that Rulo detects between Pound’s work and 
that of the minor prose writer, G. S. Street, whose creative example led the 
poet towards the premise of “cold satire, which for Pound was a conscious 
correction to the heat event that was BLAST” (61). The book’s second chapter, 
principally dedicated to Eliot, pursues a similar approach in reverse, offering 
a detailed and sensitive analysis of his early satirical practice, framed by its 
underexplored influence on less-storied contemporaries such as Herbert Read, 
and Edith and Osbert Sitwell. 

Readers of the Journal of Wyndham Lewis Studies will be particularly 
drawn to Rulo’s third chapter, which foregrounds the author’s highly original 
research into “Joint,” Lewis’s abandoned, and now almost completely forgotten, 
prose fragment of the early 1920s. Discussing the unpublished manuscript in 
the context of Lewis’s vexed relationship with Joyce, Rulo establishes a new 
perspective on this much-discussed rivalry, employing careful close reading to 
illuminate the distinct, yet symbiotically connected, satirical practices of the 
two writers. Speculating that “Joint” was composed chiefly between 1921 and 
1923, Rulo reads Lewis’s text as an outcome of his viscerally revolted response 
to Ulysses (1922), which he succeeded in mediating via an innovative, self-
reflexive fictive form, designed to expose “the way in which creativity itself acts 
through relationships of imitative negation” (123). 

For Rulo, Lewis’s countering of the sensual humanism of Leopold Bloom 
with a protagonist who is “bitterly ironical, sourly anti-humanist” (123) is 
designed to partition the two authors in turn, contrasting “Joyce’s gentler 
satirical light-heartedness” with Lewis’s taste for more “malicious portraits” 
(131). In this way, Lewis posits a “parasitic relationship of aesthetic inspiration,” 
in which “one is incorporating into one’s own text, often in a spirit of ludic 
delight, the very discourse that one seeks to offer for rebuke” (123, 143). A 
proof of the value of Rulo’s critical analysis is that it leaves the reader pining 
for an alternative history in which “Joint” was completed and published, 
a development that would have added a further valuable patchwork piece 
to Lewis’s gargantuan “Man of the World” project, while setting the wider 
intertextual group dynamic of the Men of 1914 upon a very different axis in 
subsequent years.

Rulo’s final chapter expands both his temporal reach and the range of 
media under consideration, exploring how ‘the ends of modernism’ manifest 
themselves in the works of later creative artists, such as the playwright Sarah 
Kane and the filmmaker Paulo Sorrentino. This proves an illuminating 
means of demonstrating the ongoing influence of the writers discussed in the 
preceding chapters, while suggesting fertile routes for future research—Lewis’s 
anticipation of Kane’s blasting provocations being just one of many. If this 
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pairing initially sounds a little eccentric, this is a further warrant of the value 
of Rulo’s emphasis upon imaginative authorial juxtapositions. When combined 
with his stress upon the Janus-face of the “antimodern” (13), this approach 
admirably discloses the contradictory impulses and multivalent personae of 
figures such as Lewis, which have not always been adequately registered either 
by his admirers or detractors. For that reason, and for many others, this book 
stands as an important contribution to the wider literature on both satire and 
modernism.
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Lee M. Jenkins, Great War Modernists: D. H. Lawrence, H. D., and Richard 
Aldington (Bloomsbury, 2024), 200pp. £85.00 (Hbk)

Reviewed by Buxi Duan

For those familiar with 44 Mecklenburgh Square either through H.D. 
or the blue plaque that acknowledges only her residence there, Lee M. 
Jenkins’s Great War Modernists: D. H. Lawrence, H.D., and Richard 

Aldington (2024) is an intriguing study that expands our understanding of this 
site’s significance in literary modernism beyond H.D. Instead of examining 
modernist literature in a broader urban context, such as Andrew Thacker 
does in Modernism, Space and the City (2019), Jenkins provides us with a fresh 
perspective by framing this particular household as a microcosm of creative 
exchange, where these writers drew inspiration from one another, engaged 
in intellectual dialogue and debate, and shaped their literary output both 
individually and collectively, such as H.D.’s joint authorship of D. H. Lawrence’s 
letters (64). It is through this residence that Jenkins situates D. H. Lawrence, 
H.D., Richard Aldington, and John Cournos—the latter of whom, though not 
included in the title, receives intermittent attention throughout the book—in 
the context of the Great War. By examining their interwoven literary lives in 
this semi-private domestic space, Jenkins pertinently demonstrates how their 
works form a palimpsest of mutual influence, personal history, and literary 
experimentation, reflecting “the changing contours of modernism in the years 
of the Great War and in its aftermath” (1).

Chapter 1, “Life Studies,” is engaging particularly to one as a Lawrence 
scholar. In this chapter, Jenkins provides a detailed and multilayered 
reassessment of Lawrence’s Women in Love, emphasising its experimental 
engagement with modernist aesthetics, biographical elements, and the shifting 
cultural landscape of wartime Britain. By analysing Women in Love as both 
a roman à clef and a work that extends beyond mere biofiction, Jenkins 
argues that Lawrence’s novel is as much a product of interwar modernism as 
it is a response to the intellectual and artistic circles with which he engaged 
yet remained peripheral to (19). However, this chapter at times exhibits a 
tendency to overstate Lawrence’s detachment from the modernist canon at 
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this stage of his life and career. Whilst Jenkins precisely identifies Lawrence 
as a uniquely hybrid figure because of the “antinomies” of Women in Love 
(17), his career—at least by the time he completed this novel and during his 
short stay at 44 Mecklenburgh Square—both intersected with and resisted the 
dominant currents of modernist thought, in ways not fundamentally unlike 
other modernist figures such as Wyndham Lewis. Additionally, whilst Jenkins 
justifies this chapter’s primary focus on Lawrence and Women in Love in the 
next chapter, it leaves open the question of how other writers’ social networks 
and inter-artistic exchange led to their literary experimentation and contributed 
to the shaping of the Mecklenburgh Square novels—a question that seems to 
have been intended for discussion in more detail, as indicated by the chapter’s 
original subtitle: “Biofiction, Bloomsbury, and ‘the bitterness of the war.’”

Chapter Two focuses on what Jenkins terms the ‘Mecklenburgh Square 
novels’ (46), a “closely interrelated” set of fictions by the three (or broadly 
four) authors. In examining these novels’ intertextual connections, Jenkins 
argues that Lawrence’s Aaron’s Rod functions as the “precipitant” of this 
group, with Aldington’s Death of a Hero, H.D.’s Bid Me to Live, and Cournos’s 
Miranda Masters rewriting, revising, and, in some cases, directly contradicting 
Lawrence’s portrayal of their shared literary circle. By situating these texts 
within modernist life-writing, this chapter challenges the simplistic binaries 
between real life and fiction, as well as between truth and fabrication. However, 
in its emphasis on the personal tensions reflected in these novels—Lawrence’s 
habit of reworking real-life relationships to the detriment of his acquaintances, 
Aldington’s embittered counter-portrayal which is “hardly faithful to the 
biographical record” (59), H.D.’s lived experience that could also be interpreted 
as a strategic feminist reinscription, and Cournos’s verbatim reproduction of 
H.D.’s letters, which “pushes at the envelope of acceptable taste as much as of 
literary convention” (70)—this chapter tends to position these works, especially 
those of Aldington and H.D., as reactive responses instead of recognising them 
as the authors’ proactive and intricate literary experiments.

Developing from the idea that these writers were not only writing about 
the war but also waging their own literary battles through their works, Jenkins, 
in the third chapter, introduces the concept of “war Imagism” (76), which 
she defines as the intersection of Imagism and the Great War as reflected in 
the trio’s poetry. The chapter presents how the intertextuality between their 
war poetry and Imagist sensibilities—typically associated with aesthetic 
detachment and formal precision—was transformed and reshaped under the 
pressures of both individual and collective wartime experience. In addition to 
her deft analysis of Lawrence’s poetry, Jenkins’s discussion of Aldington’s Death 
of a Hero and Images of War: A Book of Poems is also insightful in its challenge 
to the conventional categorisations of war literature, showing how Imagism’s 
characteristic concision and objectivist ethos were repurposed to capture 
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the sensory immediacy of combat and postwar disillusionment. Through its 
examination of archival materials, including Lawrence’s correspondence and 
Aldington’s editorial disputes, whilst situating Imagism in the maelstrom of the 
war, this chapter powerfully challenges prevailing narratives that tend to limit 
the boundary of this movement to the prewar avant-garde. In doing so, it not 
only recuperates the Imagistic function of wartime texts but also reassesses the 
evolving role of modernist poetic form in times of crisis.

Taking the Poets’ Translation Series (PTS), initiated by Richard Aldington 
and H.D., as a case study, chapter 4 explores how classical translation functioned 
as both an aesthetic experiment and a political act during wartime, and how the 
war catalysed new forms of literary adaptations and cultural exchange through 
translation. For example, Jenkins points out that through the translation of 
Choruses from Iphigeneia in Aulis, H.D. reframes the classical narrative as an 
anti-war critique and hence challenges the heroic mythologisation of war, 
foregrounding women’s “[sacrifice in the manly pursuit of war]” (112) as an 
often-overlooked consequence of militarism. Drawing on further examples 
from Aldington and Lawrence, Jenkins recognises translation as a crucial yet 
underexamined strand of Great War modernism, revealing how it worked as 
both a response to war and as a site of literary innovation.

This book refreshingly takes 44 Mecklenburgh Square as a focal point 
through which Jenkins examines the trio within the context of Great War 
modernism. However, Jenkins inadvertently privileges Lawrence over the 
others in her analysis, as shown in the extensive two-page list of abbreviations 
of Lawrence’s works and letters, whereas only two entries are dedicated to H.D.’s 
works and two to Aldington’s (xii-xiv). Whilst one appreciates the depth of 
analysis of Lawrence’s influence, one wonders whether Jenkins overemphasises 
Lawrence’s role within the Great War Mecklenburgh Square trio. After all, 
Lawrence only stayed at this place for a few weeks. More importantly, whilst 
the book acknowledges the fundamental stylistic and ideological differences 
between Lawrence, H.D., and Aldington, a more direct engagement with First 
World War literary criticism—particularly on trauma and memory—might 
further highlight these differences. That said, Jenkins successfully “squares the 
circle” (139) of the book’s central argument, showing that Great War modernism, 
particularly in its autobiographical and intertextual dimensions, continues to 
shape literary discourse. By tracing connections between Lawrence, Aldington, 
and H.D., this book offers a valuable reassessment of Great War modernism 
from the doorsteps of 44 Mecklenburgh Square.
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